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TO 

THB OFFICBBS AND MBMBBBS 

OP 

tie KMAcr? Im ew 



TO THE READER 

This Tolume coatains the best of the early critical 
BeviewB on Robert Bums. Many of these reviews are 
difficult to obtain at this date, and I feel confident that 
the student, as well as the loTer of Bums, will appreciate 
the bringing of them together in this handy and accessible 
form. 

The first notice accorded to the poet is not included in 
the collection, as it contained little of a strictly critical 
character. It was printed in the Edinburgh Magazine for 
October, 1786, and opens with the query — 

" Who are you, Mr. Bums? Will some surly critic say : 
at what uniTersity have you been educated? What 
languages do you understand? What authors have you 
particularly studied? Whether has Aristotle or Horace 
directed your taste? Who has praised your poems, and 
under whose patronage are they published? In short, 
what qualifications entitle you to instruct or entertain 
us?'* 

To the questions of such a catechism, perhaps, honest 
Robert Bums would make no satisfactory answer. ''My 
good man,'' he might say, '' I am a poor countryman. I 
was bred up at the school of Kilmarnock ; I understand no 
language but my own. I have studied Allan Ramsay 
and Fergusson. My poems have been praised at many a 
fireside, and I ask no patronage for them if they deserve 
none. I have not looked at mankind through the 
spectacles of books. ' An ounce of mother wit,' you know, 
'is worth a pound of clergy.''' The author is, indeed, a 
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striking example of native genius, bursting througli the 
obscurity of poverty and the obstructions of laborious 
life. 

This notice is supposed to have been written by James 
Sibbald, the proprietor of the Magazine and the author 
of a work in four volumes^ entitled The Chronicle of 
Scottish Poetry. 

Like nearly all other works on Bums, this volume could 

easily have been enlarged to twice its present proportions ; 

but my object has been simply to bring a few of the most 

prominent reviews together instead of compiling a volume 

of all kinds of criticisms on the subject. I have spent 

many happy and profitable hours over the Reviews here 

reproduced, and they will certainly prove a source of 

delight to anyone who has not already had the pleasure 

of perusing them. 

John D. Boss. 

Niw York, /ostnary, 19001 
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EARLY CRITICAL REVIEWS ON 

ROBERT BURNS. 



By HENRY MAOKENZIB. 

From "The Loungkr," December^ 1786. 

To the feeling and susceptible there is something wonder- 
fully pleasing in the contemplation of genius, of that 
super-eminent reach of mind by which some men are dis- 
tinguished. In the view of highly superior talents, as in 
that of great and stupendous natural objects, there is a 
sublimity which fills the soul with wonder and delight, 
which expands it, as it were, beyond its usual bounds, and 
which, investing our nature with extraordinary honours, 
interests our curiosity and flatters our pride. 

This divinity of genius, however, which admiration is 
fond to worship, is best arrayed in the darkness of distant 
and remote periods, and is not easily acknowledged 
in the present times, or in places with which we are per- 
fectly acquainted. Exclusive of all the deductions which 
envy or jealousy may sometimes be supposed to make, 
there is a familiarity in the near approach of persons 
around us, not very consistent with the lofty ideas which 
we wish to form of him who has led captive our imagina- 
tion in the triumph of his fancy, overpowered our feelings 
with the tide of passion, or enlightened our reason with 
the investigation of hidden truths. It may be that, " in 
the olden time," genius had some advantages which 
tended to its vigour and its growth ; but it is not unlikely 
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that, even in these degenerate days, it riseB much oftener 
than it is obBerveil ; that ia " the ifrnorant present time " 
our posterity may find names which they will dignify, 
though we ueglected, and pay to their memory those 
honours which their contemporaries have denied them. 

There ia, however, a natural, and, indeed, a fortunate 
vanity in trying to redress this wrong whicli genius is 
exposed tx> suffer. In the diseovery of talents generally 
unknon'n, men are apt to indulge the same fond partiality 
as iu bU other discoveries which themselves have made ; 
hence we have had repeated instances of painters and of 
IHWls, whii have been drawn from obscure situations, and 
held forth to public notice and applause by the extrava- 
gant vucomiums of their introducers, yet in a short time 
have sunk again to their former obscurity: whose merit, 
though {lerhaps somewhat neglected, did not appear much 
under-valued by the world, and could not support, by its 
iiwn intrinsic excellence, the superior place which the 
eiithuoiaHm of its patrons would have assigned it. I know 
not if 1 shall be accused of such enthusiasm and partiality 
wlii'ii I iiitroducii to the notice of my readers a poet of our 
own I'ountry, with wbone writings I have lately become 
nc<|Uninted ; but, if 1 am uot greatly deceived. I think I 
tiiiiy Mtfely jironiiunee him a genius of no ordinary rank. 
The person to whom I ullude ia Robert Bums, an Ayr- 
sliirn ploughuiuii, whose )MiemH were some time ago pub- 
lished in o country town iu the West of Scotland, with no 
other amhition. it would seem, than to circulate among 
the inhnliitiint* of tli« country where he was born, to 
obtain a littlt> fume fnun those who have heard of his 
talents. I hope [ siinll not be Ukought to assume too much 
if 1 enileavnur to place him in a higher point of view, to 
call for a verdict of his countiy on the merit of his 
works, and to claim for him tho!«i' honours which their 
excellence appears to deserve. 

In mentioning the circumstances of his humble station. 
I mean not to rest his pretensions solely on that title or to 
urge the merits of his poetry when considered in relation 
to the lownesB of his birth, and the little opportunity of 
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improvement which his education could afford. These 
particulars, indeed, might excite our wonder at his pro- 
ductions; but his poetry, considered abstractly, and 
without the apologies arising from his situation, seems to 
me fully entitled to command our feelings and to obtain 
our applause. 

One bar, indeed, his birth and education have opposed 
to his fame — ^the language in which most of his poems 
are written. Even in Scotland the provincial dialect 
which £amsay and he have used is now read with a ^ 
difficulty which greatly damps the pleasure of the reader ; 
in England it cannot be read at all, without such a 
constant reference to a glossary as nearly to destroy the 
pleasure. 

Some of his productions, however, especially those of 

the grave style, are almost English. From one of these I 

shall first present my readers with an extract, in which 

I think they will discover a high tone of feeling, a power 

and energy of expression particularly and strongly 

characteristic of the mind and the voice of a poet. 'Tis 

from his poem entitled " The Vision," in which the genius 

of his native county, Ayrshire, is thus supposed to address 

him: 

With future hope, I oft wonlcl S<^e, 
Fond on thy little early ways. 
Thy rudely caroU'd chiming phrase, 

In uncouth rhymes, 
Fired at the simple artless lays 

Of other times. 

« 

I saw thee seek the sounding shore, 
Delighted with the dashing roar; 
Or when the north his fleecy store 

DroFe thro' the sky, 
I saw, grim nature's visage hoar 

Struck thy young eye. 

Or when the deep-green mantled earth 
Warm cheriah'd ev'ry flow'ret's birth. 
And joy and music pouring forth 

In ev'ry grove, 
I saw thee eye the general mirth 

With boundless love. 



.^ 
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t WKm tkae imm tfa^ «t«kbc jaj». 
Ami loMtr itek. 



KiiK ■Mririt ahot tlv ■— t m •lone 
TInm MMBta, (meafil to tkr toaCM. 

I iMnht tkM hov to p««r » imh. 
TtoMM^ tkr 1mm. 

I nv ttir pvkA ■iflilaniin phj, 
WiU Mwl t ' 

Balyvt tka li^ tkkt lad Mtnij 

Waa li«M froH bMra^ 

Of atrains like the abore, solemn and sablimer 
that rapt and infl{>ir(>d melandioly in which the poet lifts 
his eye " aboi,-v this vi»bIo diumal sphere," the poems 
entitled " Deapiindency." "The Lament," "Winter, a 
IHrge," and the " Invocation to Rain " afford no less 
striking examples. Of the tender and the moral, speci- 
mens equally admntni^nis mi^ht be drawn from the 
elegiac verses entitled " Man was made to monm," from 
"The Cottar's Satuiday Night," the stansas "To a 
Uoose," or those " To a Daisy," on turning it down with 
the plough in April, 17.SR. litis last poem T shall inseK 
entire, not from its superior merit, but because its length 
suits the bounds of my paper : 

We«. modest, crinuon-tipp'd ioVr, 
Thoo's met me in &n eHI bonr. 
For I mson cmsh amatig Uie stonrc 

Thy slender stem ; 
To apare thee now ia paat my po^^r, 
Thoa bonnie gwa. 

Aiaa'. jt'a no thy n^bor sweet, 
Thfl bonnie lark, companion me«tl 
BatidinK thee 'mang the dewy weett 

Wi* apreckl'd hreast, 
Whon iiiiward-Hpringing. blithe, to gr^et 

The pnrpting east. 
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Cknld blew the bitter-biting north 
Upon thy early, humble birth; 
Tet oheerfally thou glinted forth 

Amid the itorm, 
Scaroe reur'd aboye the parent earth 

Thy tender form. 

The flatrnting floVrs our gardens yield, 
High Bheli^ring woods and wa's mann ahield : 
But thoufi^ beneath the random bield 

(y clod or stane, 
Adorn the hiatie stibble-field, 

Unseen, alane. 

There, in thy scanty mantle clad, 
Thy snawie bosom sunward spread. 
Thou lifts thy unassuming head 

In humble guise; 
But now the share uptears thy bed, 
And low thou liesl 

Such is the 6ite of artless maid. 
Sweet floweret of the rural shade 1 
By lore's simplicity betray'd, 

And guileless trust, 
TiU she, like thee, aU soil'd is laid 
Low i' the dust. 

Such is the fate of simple bard, 
On life's roufi^ ocean luckless ■tarr'dl 
Unskilled he to note the card 

Of prudent lore. 
Till billows rage, and gales blow hard. 

And whelm him o^erl 

Such fate to suffering worth is gtr'n. 
Who long with wants and woes has striven, 
By human pride or cunning driv'n 

To mi^ry^s brink, 
Till wrenched of eyery stay but heayen. 

He, ruin'd, sinkl 

IVn thou who moum'st the daisy's fate. 
That fate is thine — ^no distant date; 
Stem Ruin's ploughshare drives, date 

Fun on thy bloom. 
Till crushed beneath the furrow's weight, 

Shall be thy doomi 

I have seldom met with an image more truly pastoral 
than that of the lark in the second stanza. Such strokes 
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aa these mark the peocil of the poet, which delineates 
nature with the precision of intimacy, jet with the 
delicate colouring of beauty and of taste. The power of 
genius is not less admirable in tracing the manners than 
in painting the scenery of nature. That intuitive glance 
with which a writer like Shakespeare discerns the char- 
acters of men, with which he catches the many changing 
lines of life, forms a sort of problem in the science of 
mind, of which it is easier to see the truth than to assign 
the cause. 

Though I am far from meaning to compare our mstic 
bard to Shakespeare, yet whoever will read his lighter and 
more humorouH poems, his " Dialogue of the Dogs," his 

" Dedication to G II , Esq.," his " Epistle to a 

Young Friend," ami " To W. S n," will perceive with 

what uncommon pent'tration and sagacity this heaven- 
taught ploughmau, fmm his humble and unlettered 
station, has lookod U|>on men and uiUDuers. 

Against some jiassages of these la.st-meotioned poems 
it has been objecti-d that they breathe a spirit of liber- 
tinism and irreligion. Hut. if we consider the ignorance 
and fanaticism of the lower class of the people in the 
country where these poems were written, a fanaticism of 
that pernicious sort which sets faith in op)M>sition to good 
works, the fallacy ami danger of which a mind so 
enlightened as our poet's could nol but perceive, we shall 
not look upon his lighter muse as the enemy of religion (of 
which in several places he expresses the justest sentiments), 
though she has been somewhat unguarded in her ridicule 
(if hypocrisy. 

lu this, as in other respects, it must be allowed that 
there are exceptional parts of the volume he has given 
lo tlie public which caution would have suppressed or 
ciirrection utruck out; but poets are seldom cautious, and 
iiiir UfH't had, alas! no friends or companions from whom 
eiifl'Pelion could be obtained. When we reflect on his 
rmilt in lite, the habits to which he must have been subject, 
And UiP wcipiv in which he must have mixed, we regret, 
(irt'hniw. morp than wonder that delicacy should be so 
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often offended in perusing a Tolume in which thm is to 
much to interest and please os. 

Bums possesses the spirit as well as the fancr of a 
poet. That honest pride and independence of sonl whidli 
are sometimes the mnse's only dower break Unih. on 
every occasion in his works. It may be, then« I diall 
wrong his feelings while I indulge my own^ in cmlUng 
the attention of the public to his situation and circum- 
stances. That condition, humble as it was, in which he 
found content, and wooed the muse, might not be deemed 
uncomfortable ; but grief and misfortunes hare reached 
him there ; and one or two of his poems hint, what I hare 
learned from some of his countrymen, that he has been 
obliged to form the resolution of leaving his native land 
to seek, imder a West Tndian clime, that shelter and 
support which Scotland has denied him. But I trust 
means may be found to prevent this resolution from 
taking place; and I do my country no more than justice 
when I suppose her ready to stretch out her hand to 
cherish and retain this native poet, whose ^^ wood-notes 
' wild " possess so much excellence. To repair the wrongs 
of suffering or neglected merit ; to call forth genius from 
the obscurity in which it had pined indignant, and place 
it where it may profit or delight the world — ^these are 
exertions which give to wealth an enviable superiority, to 
greatness and to patronage a laudable pride. 



Ftvn "Thb Monthly Revikw," Decem'jer, 1786, 



Poeta Ttascitur non fit ia an old maxim, the iruth of which 
Liis been generally admitted; and although it be certain 
that, in modern timps, many verses are man<ifactured 
from the brain of their authors with as much labour as 
the iron is drawn into form under the hammer of the a^ith, 
and required to be afterwards smoothed by the file with as 
much care as the burnishers of Sheffield employ to give 
the last finish to their wares; yet, after all, these verses, 
though ever so smooth, are nothing but verses, and have 
no genuine title to the name of Poems. The humble 
hard, whose work now demands our attention, cannot 
claim a place among these polished versifiers. His simple 
f strains, artless and unadorned, seem to flow without 
effort from the native feelings of the heart. They are 
always nervous, sometimes inelegant, often natural, 
simple, and sublime. The objects that have obtained the 
attention of the author are humble ; for he himself, bom 
in a low station, and following a laborious employment, 
has had no opportunity of observing scenes in the higher 
walks of life ; yet his verses are sometimes struck o£E 
with a delicacy and artless simplicity that charms like 
the bewitching though irregular touches of a Shakespeare. 
We much regret that these poems are written in some 
measure in an unknown tongue, which must deprive most 
' of our readers of the pleasure they would otherwise natur- 
ally create : being composed in the Scottish dialect, which 
contains many words that are altogether unknown to an 
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the modes cf life, 

remote corner cf the 

pMMigfii obecoie, mmd 

who perceiTe mat the fotriU^ 

the objects to which ther mllvde. 

can only be fnllj lelished by the 

country where it wu produced; bvt by 

haTe a taste snfficientlr refiaed to be aUe ti 

beauties of nature, it caaaol hdl to be highly 

By what we can collect horn, the 
and the short preface to than, the 
struggling with poTcrty, though chttii aDy ffappordag 
the &itigaes of a Isborious employmcmt. He th«§ n^al i 
of himself in one of the 





The star thst raies mj lai' IIim lot. 
Has fited mm ihs i—il cmt, 
And duui'd mj fortaae to tiie 



Has blest mm with 
Of 

He afterwards adds — 



life, saa far^s I 
Is an enchanted fsiiy land. 
Where pleasure ia the magic 

That, wielded itfit. 
Makes hours and miimtes head in head 

Baaoe hj U htfkt. 

The ma^c wand then let as wield; 
For ance that fire-and-f orty's speeld 
See crasy, weary, jeyleaB Kid, 

With wrinkled hMO, 
Comes hostan, Jiirplan owre the field. 

With creeping pace. 

When anoe lifers day draws near the ^kMrnin*, 
Then fiarewell vacant, cardeas roamin*, 
And fiarewell cheerfol tankards foamin'. 

And social noise; 
And farewell dear, deluding woman, 

The joy of joysl 
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Fired w-ith the subject, he then bursts iuto a 
warm, and glowing description of youth^ — 

O life! bow pleasant in tby morning, 
Young Fancy s ruys the hills adorning 1 
Oold-pauBing Caution's lesson scorning, 

We frisk away, 
Like Bchool-boya, at tb' expected waroiog, 

To joy and play. 

We wander there, we wander here, 
We eye the rose upon the brier, 
Unmindful that the Ihirn is near, 

Among the leaves j 
And tbougb the puny wound appear, 

Short time it grieTes. 

" None of the following works " (we are told in the 
preface) " were ever composed with a view to the press. 
To amuse himself with the little creations of his own 
fancy, among the toil and fatigues of a laborious life; to 
transcribe the various feelings, the loves, the griefs, tJie 
hopes, the fears in his own breast; to find some kind of 
counterpoise to the struggles of a world, always an alien 
scene, a task uncouth to the poetical mind— these were 
his motives for cuui'ting the muses, and in these he found 
poetry its own reward." 

These poems are chiefly in the comic strain. Some are 
of the descriptive cast, particularly " Hallowe'en," which 
contains a lively picture of the magical tricks that still 
are practised in the country at that season. It is a 
valuable relic which, lite Virgil's eighth Eclogue, will 
preserve the memory of these simple incantations long 
after they would otherwise have been lost. It is very 
properly accompanied with notes explatuing the circum- 
stances to which the poem alludes. Sometimes the poems 
are in the elegiac strain, among which class the reader 
will find much of nature in the lines "To a Mouse," on 
turning up her nest with the plough, in November, 1785, and 
those " To a Mountain Daisy," on turning one down with 
the plough in April, 1786. In these we meet with a strain 
of that delicate tenderness which renders the Idylls of 
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Madame Desliouliers so peculiarly interesting. Some of 
the poems are in a more serious strain ; and as these con- 
tain fewer words that are not pure English than the 
others, we shall select one as a specimen of onr author's 
manner. 

The poem we have selected exhibits a beautiful picture 
of that simplicity of manners which still, we are assured 
on the best authority, prevails in those parts of the 
country where the author dwells. That it may be under- 
stood by our readers, it is accompanied by a Glossary and 
Notes, with which we have been favoured by a friend who 
thoroughly understands the language, and has often, he 
says, witnessed with his own eyes that pure simplicity of 
manners which are delineated with the most faithful 
accuracy in this little performance. We have used the 
freedom to modernise the orthography a little, wherever 
the measure would permit, to render it less disgusting to 
our readers south of the Tweed.* 

These stanzas are serious. But our author seems to be 
most in his own element when in the sportive, humorous 
strain. The poems of this cast, as hath been already 
hinted, so much abound with provincial phrases and 
allusions to local circumstances, that no extract from them 
would be sufficiently intelligible to our English readers. 

The modem ear will be somewhat disgusted with the 
measure of many of these pieces, which is faithfully copied 
from that which was most in fashion among the ancient 
Scottish bards, but hath been, we think with good reason, 
laid aside by later poets. The versification is, in general, 
easy, and it seems to have been a matter of indifference to 
our author in what measure he wrote. But, if ever he 
should think of offering anything more to the public, we 
are of opinion his performances would be more highly 
valued were they written in measures less antiquated. 
The few Songs, Odes, Dirges, &c., in this collection are 
very poor in comparison with the other pieces. The 

*Here follows an Anglified version of the Cottar's Saturday 
Ifsgs^.— Bdixob. 
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author's mind is not sufficiently stored with brilliant 
ideas to succeed in that line. 

In justice to the reader, however, as well as the author, 
we must observe that this collection may be compared to 
a heap of wheat carelessly winnowed. Some grain of a 
most excellent quality is mixed with a little chaff and 
half-ripened com. How many splendid volumes of poems 
come under our review, in which, though the mere chaff 
be carefully separated, not a single atom of perfect grain 
cAn be found, all being light and insipid! We never 
reckon our task fatiguing when we can find, even among a 
great heap, a single pearl of price; but how pitiable is 
our lot when we must toil and toil and can find nothing 
but tiresome uniformity, with neither fault to rouse nor 
beauty to animate the jaded spirits ! 



By UBL JAMHB ODBBZB. 

"The Woki <v Fimii Bcbbl"^ IfiGO. 




As tlie reader beeoncs better weqmimtei wiA ife 
the eflEects cf his pecvKarhies kscm. He ymjiiits a kis 
poems, eren on the kiwest sdbfcclSs 
ment and delineatioBS of 
interestiiig. The ■ceneij he 
from real life; the characten he 
incidents he relates have the iifiiioa ol nasane and 
truth. His hnmoor, thoogk wild mmd nnhridkd, is 
ineeistiUy amnsing, and is sosm times heighteacd in its 
effects by the introduction of fwrnnumt of fendefneaa. 
with which gennine hnmonr so happilT nnites. 3^or is 
this the extent of his power. The reader, as he fTsmiaes 
further, dieooTers that the poet is not confined to the 
descriptiTe, the humorous, <yr the pathetic: he is found, 
as occasion offers, to rise with ease into the terrible and 
the sublime. E very w h ere he appears devoid of artifice, 
performing what he attempts with litde apparent effort, 
and impressing on the offsprin gs of Ut fomtf tie Mamp of 
his underHanding. The reader capaUe of fanning a just 
estimate of poetical talents discoven in fiiese circum- 
stances marks of uncommon genius, and is willing to 
inyestigate more minutely its nature and its claims to 
originality. This last point we shall examine first 

That Bums had not the adrantages of a classical 
educatiim or of any degree of acquaintanoe with the 
Gheek or Roman writers in their original dress has 
appeared in the history of his life. He acquired, indeed. 
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some knowledge of the Frencli language, but it does not 
a|)j>eai' that he was ever much converaant in French 
literature, nor is there any evidence of liis hai-ing derived 
any of Ilia poetical stores from tliat source. With the 
English classics he became well acquainted in the course 
of his life, and the cffwtH of this acc|uaintance are 
observable in his later productions; but the character and 
style of hia poetry were formed very early, and the model 
which he followed, in' so far as he can be said to have had 
one, is to be sought for in the works of the poeta who 
have written in the Scottish dialect — in the works of such 
of them more especially as are familiar to the peasantry 
of Scotland. Some obaervationa on these may form a 
proper introduction to a more particular examination of 
the poetry of Burns. The studies of the editor in this 
direction are, indeed, very recent and very imperfect. It 
would have been imprudent for him to have entered on 
this subject at all, but for the kindness of Mr. Ramsay 
of Ochtertyre, whose assistance he is proud to acknowledge, 
and to whom the reader must ascribe whatever is of any 
value in the following imperfect sketch of literary com- 
positions in the Scottish idiom. 

It is a circumstance not a little curious, and which does 
not seem to be satisfactorily explained, that in the thir- 
teenth century the language of the two British nations, 
if at all different, differed only in dialect, the Gaelic in 
the one, like the Welch and Armoric in the other, being 
confined to the mountainous districts.* The English 
under the Edwards, and the Scots under Wallace and 
Bruce, spoke the same language. We may observe also 
that in Scotland the history of poetry ascends to a period 
nearly as remote as in England. Barbour, and Blind 
Harry, Jamea the First, Dunbar, Douglas, and Lindsay, 
who lived in the foiu-teenth, fifteenth, and sixteenth 
centuries, were coeval with the fathers of poetry in 
England : and, in the opinion of Mr. Wharton, not inferior 
to them in genius or in composition. Though the lan- 
guage of the two countries gradually deviated from each 

* Hintnrieal SfMjr on ScottiA 8img, p. 20, by Mr. Rition. 
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other during this period, yet the difference on the whole 
was not considerable; not perhaps greater than between 
the different dialects of the different parts of England in 
our own time. 

At the death of James the Fifth, in 1542, the language 
of Scotland was in a flourishing condition, wanting only 
writers in prose equal to those in verse. Two circum- 
stances, propitious on the whole, operated to prevent this. 
The first was the passion of the Scots for composition in 
Latin ; and' the second, the accession of James the Sixth 
to the English throne. It may easily be imagined that 
if Buchanan had devoted his admirable talents, even in 
part, to the cultivation of his native tongue, as was done 
by the revivers of letters in Italy, he would have left 
compositions in that language which might have incited 
other men of genius to have followed his example,* and 
given duration to the language itself. The \mion of the 
two crowns in the person of James overthrew all reasonable 
expectation of this kind. That monarch, seated on the 
English throne, would no longer suffer himself to be 
addressed in the rude dialect in which the Scottish clergy 
had so often insulted his dignity. He encouraged Latin 
or English only, both of which he prided himself on 
writing with purity, though he himself never could 
acquire the English pronunciation, but spoke with a 
Scottish idiom and intonation to the last. Scotsmen of 
talents declined writing in their native language, which 
ihey knew was not acceptable to their learned and pedantic 
monarch; and at a time when national prejudice and 
enmity prevailed to a great degree, they disdained to study 
the niceties of the English tongue, though of so much 
easier acquisition than a dead language. Lord Stirling 
and Drummond of Hawthomden, the only Scotsmen who 
wrote poetry in those times, were exceptions. They 
studied the language of England, and composed in it with 
precision and elegance. They were, however, the last of 
their countrymen who deserved to be considered as poets 
in that century. The muses of Scotland sunk into silence, 



*e.g. The Authors of the DeliouB Poetarwn Scatarwny Ao. 



EABLZ carriCAL KETIEWS ON BUXN8. 

and did not again raise their voices for a period of eighty 
years. 

To what caus€« are we to attribute this extreme depres- 
sion among a people comparatively learned, enterprising, 
and ingenious ? Shall we impute it to the fanaticism of 
the Covenanters, or to the tyranny of (he house of Stuart 
after their restoration to the throne? Doubtlesa these 
causes operated, but they seem unequal to account for 
the effect. In England similar distractions and oppression 
took place, yet poetry flourished there in a remarkable 
degree. During this period Cowley and Waller and 
Dryden sung, and Milton raised his strain of unparalleled 
grandeur. To the causes already mentioned, another must 
be added in accoimting for the torpor of Scottish 
literature— the want of a proper vehicle for men of genius 
to employ. The civil wars had frightened away the Latin 
muses, and no standard has been established of the 
Scottish tongue, which was deviating still further from 
the pure English idiom. 

Tlie revival of literature in Scotland may be dated from 
the establishment of the Union, or rather from the 
extinction of the rebellion in 1715. The nations being 
finally incorporated, it was clearly seen that their tongues 
must in the end incorporate also; or rather, indeed, that 
the Scottish language must degenerate into a provincial 
idiom, to be avoided by those who would aim at distinc- 
tion in letters, or rise to eminence in the united legislature. 

Soon after this a band of men of genius appeared, who 
studied the English classics nnd imitated their beauties 
in the same manner as they had studied the classics of 
Greece and Rome. They had admirable models of com- 
position lately presented by the writers of the reign of 
Queen Anne; particularly in the periodical papers 
published by Steele, Addison, and their associated friends, 
which circulated widely through Scotland, nnd diffused 
everywhere a taste for purity of style and sentiment and 
for critical disquisition. At length, the Scottish writers 
succeeded in English composition, and a union was formed 
of the literary talents, as well as of the legislatures of the 
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two nations. On this occasion the poets took the lead. 
While Henry Home,* Dr. Wallace, and their learned 
associates were only layihg in their intellectual stores, 
and studying to clear themselves of their Scottish idioms, 
Thomson, Mallet, and Hamilton of Bangour had made 
their appearance before the public, and been enrolled on 
the list of English poets. The writers in prose followed — 
a nnmerotiB and powerful band — and poured their ample 
stores into the general stream of British literature. 
Scotland possessed her four universities before the accession 
of James to the English throne. Immediately before the 
Union she acquired her parochial schools. These estab- 
lishments combining happily together, made the elements 
of knowledge of easy acquisition, and presented a direct 
path by which the ardent student might be carried along 
into the recesses of science or learning. As civil broils 
ceased, and faction and prejudice gradually died away, a 
wider field was opened to literary ambition, and the 
influence of the Scottish institutions for instruction, on 
the productions of the press, became more and more 
apparent. 

It seems, indeed, probable that the establishment of the 
parochial schools produced effects on the rural muse of 
Scotland also, which have not hitherto been suspected, 
and which, though less splendid in their nature, are not, 
however, to be regarded as trivial, whether we consider the 
happiness or the morals of the people. 

There is some reason to believe that the original 
inhabitants of the British Isles possessed a peculiar and 
an interesting species of music, which, being banished 
from the plains by the successive invasions of the Saxons, 
Danes, and Normans, was preserved with the native race 
in the wilds of Ireland and in the mountains of Scotland 
and Wales. The Irish, the Scottish, and the Welsh music 
differ, indeed, from each other, but the difference may be 
considered as in dialect only, and probably produced by 
the influence of time, and like the different dialects of 
their common language. If this conjecture be true, the 



*Lord Kaimes. 
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Scottieli music miut be more immedialely of a Highland 
origin, and the Lowland tunes, though now a{ a charact«r 
flomewkat distinct, must have descended from the moun- 
taina in the remote ages. Whatever credit may be given 
to conjectures, evidently involved in great uncertainty, 
there can be no doubt that the Scottish peasantry have 
been long in possession of a number of songs and ballads 
composed in their native dialect, and sung to their native 
music. The aubjects of these compositions were such as 
most interested the simple inhabitants, and in the succes- 
aion of time varied probably as the condition of society 
varied. During the separation and the hostility of the 
two nations these songs and ballads, as far as our imperfect 
documents enable us to judge, were chiefly warlike, such 
as the Huntis of Cheviot, and the Battle of Hnrlaw. After 
the nnion of the two crowns, when a certain degree of 
peace and tranquillity took place, the rural muse of 
Scotland breathed in softer accents. " In the want of 
real evidence respecting the history of our songs," says 
Mr. Ramsay of Ochtertyre, "recourse may be had to 
conjecture. One would be disposed to think that the 
most beautiful of the Scottish tunes were clothed with new 
words after the union of the crowns. The inhabitants of 
the Borders, who had formerly been warrior.i from choice 
and husbandmen from necessity, either quitted the country 
or were transformed into real shepherds, easy in their 
circumstances and satisfied with their lot. Some sparks 
of that spirit of chivalry, for which they are celebrated 
by Froissart, remained, sufficient to inspire elevation of 
sentiment and gallantry towards the fair sex. The 
familiarity and kindness which had long subaisted between 
the gentry and the peasantry could not all at once be 
obliterated, and this connection tended to sweeten rural 
life. In this state of innocence, ease, and tranquillity of 
mind the love of poetry and music would still maintain 
its ground, though it would naturally assume a form 
congenial to the more peaceful state of society. The 
minstrels, whose metrical tales used once to rouse the 
borderers like the trumpet's sound, had been, by an order 
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Neither known to the learned nor patronised by the great, 
these i-UBtic bards lived and died in obscurity; and by a 
strange fatality, their story, and even their very names, 
have been forgotten.* When proper models for pastoral 
BOQgs were produced, there would be no want of imitators. 
To succeed in this species of composition, soundness of 
understanding and sensibility of heart were more requisite 
than flights of imagination or pomp of numbers. Great 
changes have certainly taken place in Scottish song- 
writing, though we cannot trace the steps of this change ; 
and few of the pieces admired in Queen Mary's time are 
now to be discovered in modem collections. It is possible, 
though not probable, that the music may have remained 
nearly the same, though the words to the tunes were 
entirely new modelled." t 

These conjectures are highly ingenious. It cannot, 
however, be presumed that the state of ease and tranquillity 
described by Mr. Ramsay took place among the Scottish 
peasantry immediately on the union of the crowns, or, 
indeed, during the greater part of the seventeenth century. 
The Scottish nation, through all its ranks, was deeply 
agitated by the civil wars and the religious persecutions 
which succeeded each other in that disastrous period ; 
it waa not till after the Revolution in 1688. and the subse- 
quent establishment of their beloved form of church 
government, that the peasantry of the Lowlands enjoyed 
comparative repose ; and it is since that period that a great 
number of the most admired Scottish songs have been 
produced, though the tunes to which they are sung are 
in genera! of much greater antiquity. It is not unreason- 
able to suppose that the peace and security derived from 
the Revolution and the Union produced a favourable 
change on the rustic poetry of Scotland ; and it can 

• In the Pepya Collection there are a few Seottish songa of the 
lut century, but the names of the authors are not preserved. 

t Extract of a letter from Mr. Ramsay of Ochtertyre to the 
Editor, Bept, 11, 17i>9. In the Bee. vol. ii., is a commonication to 
Mr. RamBay. nnder the sifcnature of J. Runcnle, which entem into 
tiiis subject somewhat more at larpe. In that paper he Rives his 
reaaons for question ing the antiquity of many of the most 
celebrated Scottish songs. 
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the originals of kis ancient poems, be probablj^ used still 
greater freedom with the »ong» aod the ballads. The 
truth cannot, howerer, be knoim on tbia point till manu- 
scripta of the songs printed by bim, more ancient than 
the present century, shall be prDduc«d ; or access be 
obtained to his own papers if they are still in existence. 
To several tones which either wanted words or had words 
that were improper or imperfect, he, or his friends, 
adapted words worthy of the melodies they accompanied, 
worthy, indeed, of the golden age. These verses were 
perfectly intelligible to every rustic, yet jnstly admired 
by persons of tafcte, who regarded them as the genuine 
offspring of the pastoral muse. In some respects Ranisay 
had advantages not possessed by poets writing in the 
Scottish dialect in oui' days. Songs in the dialet^t of 
C'lunberlanJ or Lancashire could never be popular, because 
these dialects have never been spoken by persons of 
fashion. But till the middle of the present centuiy every 
Scotsman, from the peer to the peasant, spoke a truly 
Doric language. It is true the English moralists and 
poets were by this time read by every person of condition, 
and considered as the standards for polite composition. 
But, as natural prejudices were still strong, the busy, the 
learned, the gay, and the fair continued to speak their 
native dialect, and that with an eleganc« and poignancy 
of which Scotsmen of the present day can have no just 
notion. I am old enough to have conversed with Mr. 
Spittal of Leuchat, a scholar and a man of fashion, who 
survived all the members of the Union Parliament, in 
which he had a seat. His pronunciation and phraseology 
differed as much from the common dialect as the language 
of St. James' from that of Thames Street. Had we retained 
a Court and Parliament of our own, the tongues of the two 
sister kingdoms would, indeed, have differed like the 
Castilian and Portuguese ; but each would have had its 
own classics, not in a single branch, but in the whole 
circle of literature. 

" Ramsay associated with the men of wit and fashion 
of his day, and several of them attempted to write poetry 
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in his manner. Persons too idle or too dissipated to think 
of compositions that required much exertion succeeded 
very happily in making tender sonnets to favourite tunes 
in compliment to their mistresses, and, transforming them- 
selves into impassioned shepherds, caught the language 
of the characters they assumed. Thus, about the year 
1731, Bobert Crawford of Auchinames wrote the modem 
song of Tweed Side,* which has been so much admired. 
In 1743, Sir Gilbert Elliot, the first of our lawyers who 
both spoke and wrote English elegantly, composed, in the 
character of a love-sick swain, a beautiful song, beginning. 
My sheep I neglected, I lost my sheep-hook, on the marriage 
of his mistress. Miss Forbes, with Bonald Crawford. And 
about twelve years afterwards the sister of Sir Gilbert 
wrote the ancient words to the tune of the Flowers of the 
Forest,^ and supposed to allude to the battle of Flowden. 
In spite of the double rhyme, it is a sweet and, though in 
some parts allegorical, a natural expression of natural 
sorrow. The more modem words to the same tune begin- 
ning, / have seen the smiling of fortune beguiling, were 
written long before by Mrs. Cockbum, a woman of great 
wit, who outlived all the first group of literati of the 
present century, all of whom were very fond of her. I 
was delighted with her company, though, when I saw her, 
she was very old. Much did she know that is now lost." 
In addition to these instances of Scottish songs produced 
in the earlier part of the present century may be mentioned 
the ballad of Hardiknute by Lady Wardlaw ; the ballad of 
William and Margaret; and the song entitled Tlie Birks 
of Endermay, by Mallet; the love song beginning. For 
txtt. Fortune, toUt thou prove, produced by the youthful 
muse of Thomson ; and the exquisite pathetic ballad, Th£ 
Braes of Yarrow, by Hamilton of Bangour. On the 
revival of letters in Scotland, subsequent to the Union, 
a very general taste seems to have prevailed for the 
national songs and music. "For many years," says Mr. 
Ramsay, "the singing of songs was the great delight of 



^Beguming — "What beauties does Flora disclose P" 

t Beguming— -" I have heard a lilting at our ewes milking." 
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the higher and middle order of the people, as well as of 
the peasantry; and though a taste for Italian music has 
interfered with this amusfment, it is still very prpvalent. 
Between forty and fifty years ago, the L-ommon people were 
not only exceedingly fund of songs and ballads, but of 
metrical history. Often have I, in my chferful morn of 
youth, listened to them with delight, when reading or 
reciting the exploits of Wallace and Hruce against the 
Southrons. Lord Hailes was wont to call Ulind Harry 
their Uible, he being their great favourite next the Scrip- 
tures. "When, thereiore, one in the vale of life felt the 
first emotions of genius, he wanted not models sui ijmeTh. 
But though the seeds of poetry were scattered with a plen- 
tiful hand among the Scottish peasantry, the product was 
probably like that of pears and apples — of a thousand that 
spring up, nine hundred and fifty are so bad as to set the 
teeth on edge ; forty-five or more arc passable aiid useful ; 
and the rest of an exquisite flavour. Allan Ramsay and 
Bums are wildings of this last description. They had 
the example of the elder Scottish poets ; they were not 
without the aid of the best English writers ; and, what 
was of still more importance, they were no strangers to the 
book of natuje, and to the book of God." 

From this general view it is apparent that Allan Ramsay 
may he considered as in a great measure the reviver of 
the rural poetry of his country. His collection of ancient 
Scottish poems under the name of the Ever Green, his 
collection of Scottish songs, and hia own poems, the prin- 
cipal of which is the Genl/e Shepherd, have boen 
universally read among the peasantry of his country, and 
have, in some degree, superseded the adventures of Bruce 
and Wallace, as recorded by Baibouj' and Blind Harry. 
Burns was well acquainted with all these. He had also 
before him the poems of Fergusaon in the Scottish dialect, 
which have been produced in our own times, and of which 
it will be necessary to give a short account, 

Fergusson was born of parents who had it in their 
power to procure him a liberal education, a circum- 
stance, however, which in Scotland implies no very high 



DB. JAMES CXTIUEUUB. 25 

rank in society. From a well-written and apparently 
authentic account of his life,* we learn that he spent six 
years at the schools of Edinburgh and Dundee, and several 
years at the universities of Edinburgh and St. Andrews. 
It appears that he was at one time destined for the Scottish 
Church; but, as he advanced towards manhood, he 
renounced that intention, and at Edinburgh entered the 
office of a Writer to the Signet, a title which designates a 
separate and higher order of Scottish attorneys. Fergusson 
had sensibility of mind, a warm and generous heart, and 
talents for society of the most attractive kind. To such a 
man no situation could be more dangerous than that in 
which he was placed. The excesses into which he was led 
impaired his feeble constitution, and he sunk under them 
in the month of October, 1774, in his twenty-third or 
twenty-fourth year. Biums was not acquainted with the 
poems of this youthful genius when he himself began to 
write poetry; and when he first saw them he had 
renounced ike muses. But while he resided in the town 
of Irvine, meeting with Fergusson's Scottish Poems, he 
informs us that he '' strung his lyre anew with emulating 
vigour." Touched by the sympathy originating in kindred 
genius, and in the forebodings of similar fortune. Bums 
regarded Fergusson with a p€^ial and an affectionate 
admiration. Over his grave he erected a monument, as 
has already been mentioned; and his poems he has, in 
several instances, made the subjects of his imitation. 

From this account of the Scottish poems known to 
Bums, those who are acquainted with them will see that 
they are chiefly humorous or pathetic ; and under one or 
other of these descriptions most of his own poems will class. 
Let us compare him with his predecessors under each of 
these points of view, and close our examination with a 
few general observations. 

It has frequently been observed that Scotland has pro- 
duced, comparatively speaking, few writers who have 
excelled in humour. But this observation is true only 



*In the Supplement to the En4iychp(Edia Britannica. See also, 
CampbeWs Introduction to the History of Poetry in Scotland, p. 288. 
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when spplletl to those who liave continvied to reside in 
their own country, and have contlned theniBelves to com- 
position in pure English; and in these circumstances it 
admits of an e^sj explanation. The Scottish poets who 
have written in the dialect of Scotland have been at all 
times remarkable for dwelling on subjects of humour, 
in which, indeed, many of them have excelled. It would 
be easy to show that the dialect of Scotland, having 
become provincial, is now scarcely suited to the more 
elevated kinds of poetry. If we may believe that the poem 
of Chriatis Kirk of the Grene was written by James the 
First of Scotland," this accomplished mnnarch who had 
received an English education under the direction of 
Henry the Fourlh, and who bore arms under his gallant 
successor, gave the model on which the greater part of 
the htimorous productions of the rustic muse of Scotland 
has been formed. Chrisfii Kirk of the Grene was reprinted 
by Bamsay somewhat modernised in the orthography, and 
two cantos were added by him, in which he attempts to 
carry on the design. Hence the poem of King James is 
UBiuUy printed in Ramsay's works. The royal bard 
describes in the first canto a rustic dance, and afterwards 
a contention in archeiy, ending in an affray ; Bamsay 
relates the restoration of concord and the renewal of the 
rural sports with the humours of a countiy wedding. 
Though each of the poets describes the manners of his 
respective age, yet in the whole piece there is a very 
BufBcient uniformity ; a striking proof of the identity of 
character in the Scottish peasantry at the two periods, 
distant from each other three hundred years. It is an 
honourable distinction to this body of men that their 
character and manners, very little embellished, have been 
found to be susceptible of an amusing and interesting 
species of poery, and it must appear not a little curious 



• Notwithstanding the evidence produced on thia subject by Mr. 
Tytler, the Editor acknowledgea hia being somewhat of » i 
an this (joint. Sir Dand Dalrymple indmes to the apinioc 
it was written by hia supcesaor, James the Fifth. There are 
diffirulties attending this supposition also. But on the subject of 
Scottish Antiquities, the Editor is an. incompetent judge. 
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that the single nation of modem Europe which possesses 
an original rural poetry should have received the model, 
foUowed by their rustic bards, from the monarch on the 
throne. 

The two additional cantos to Christis Kirk of the Grene, 
written by Bamsay, though objectionable in point of 
delicacy, are among the happiest of his productions. His 
chief excellence, indeed, lay in the description of rural 
characters, incidents, and scenery, for he did not possess 
any very high powers either of imagination or of under- 
standing. He was well acquainted with the peasantry of 
Scotland, their lives and opinions. The subject was in a 
great measure new ; his talents were equal to the subject, 
and he has shown that it can be happily adapted to 
pastoral history. In his Gentle Shepherd, the characters 
are delineations from nature; descriptive parts are in the 
genuine style of beautiful simplicity; the passions and 
affections of rural life are finely portrayed ; and the heart 
is pleasingly interested in the happiness that is bestowed 
on innocence and virtue. Throughout the whole there 
is an air of reality which the most careless reader cannot 
but perceive ; and, in fact, no poem ever, perhaps, acquired 
so high a reputation, in which truth received so little 
embellishment from the imagination. In his pastoral 
songs, and in his rural tales, Bamsay appears to less 
advantage, indeed, but still with considerable attraction. 
The story of the Monk and the MUler^s Wife, though 
somewhat licentious, may rank with the happiest produc- 
tions of Prior or La Fontaine. But when he attempts 
subjects from higher life, and aims at pure English 
composition, he is feeble and uninteresting, and seldom 
even reaches mediocrity.* Neither are his familiar 
epistles and el^es in the Scottish dialect entitled to much 
approbation. Though Fergusson had higher powers of 
imagination than Bamsay, his genius was not of the 
highest order; nor did his learning, which was consider- 
able, improve his genius. His poems, written in pure 
English, in which he often follows classical models, 

•See The Morning Interview^ Ac. 
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though superior to the English poems of Ramsay, seldom 
rise above mediocrity ; but in those composed in the 
Scottish dialect he is often very successful. He was in 
genei-al, however, less happy than Ramsay in the subjects 
of his muse. As he spent the greater part of his life in 
Edinburgh, and wrote for his amusement in the intervals 
of business or dissipation, his Scottish poems are chiefly 
founded on the incidents of a town life, which, though 
Ihey arc susceptible of humour, do not adroit of those 
delineations of scenery and manners which vivify the 
rural ]M>etry of Ramsay, and which so agreeably amuse 
the fancy and interest the heart. The town eclogues of 
Fergusson, if we may so denominate them, are, however, 
faithful to naliu^, and often distinguished by a very 
happy vein of humour. His poems entitled The Daft 
Days, The King's Birfhiiny in Edinburgh, Leilh Races, 
and The Hallow Fair, will justify this character; in these, 
particularly in the last, he imitated Chriilii Kirk of the 
Grene, as Ramsay had done before him. His Address to 
the Tron Kirk IS ell is an exquisite piece of humour, 
which Bums has scarcely excelled. In appreciating the 
genius of Fergusson, it ought to be recollected that bis 
poems are the careless effusions of an irr^ular though 
amiable young man, wbo wrote for the periodical papers 
of the day. and wbo died in early youth. Had his life 
been prolonged under happier circumstances of fortune, 
he would probably have risen to much higher reputation. 
He might have excelled in rural poetry; for, though bia 
professed pastorals on the established Silician model are 
stale and uninteresting. The Farmer's Inrjle,* which may 
be considered as a Scottish pastoral, is the happiest of all 
his productions, and certainly was the archetype of the 
Cotter's Saturday Night. Fergusson, and more especially 
Bums, have shon'n that the character and manners of 
the peasantry of Scotland of the present times are as well 
adapted to poetiy as in the days of Ramsay or of the 
author of Christis Kirk of the Grene. 

The humour of Burns is of a richer vein than that of 

* The farmer's fireaide. 
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Bamsay or Fergusson, both of whom, as he himself 
informs us, he had '^ frequently in his eye, but rather 
with a view to kindle at their flame than to servile imita- 
tion." His descriptive powers, whether the objects on 
which they are employed be comic or serious, animate or 
inanimate, are of the highest order. A superiority of 
this kind is essential to every species of poetical excel- 
lence. In one of his earlier poems his plans seems to be to 
inculcate a lesson of contentment on the lower classes of 
society, by showing that their superiors are neither much 
better nor happier than themselves; and this he chooses 
to execute in the form of a dialogue between two dogs. 
He introduces this dialogue by an account of the persons 
and characters of the speakers. The first, whom he has 
named Ccssar, is a dog of condition — 

His locked, lettered, braw brass colar, 
Show'd him the gentleman and scholar. 

High-bred though he is, he is, however, full of conde- 
scension — 

At kirk or market, mill or smiddie, 
Nae tawted tyke, tho' e'er so duddie, 
Bat he wad stan't as glad to see him, 
And stroan't on stanes an* hillocks wH him. 

The other. Loath, is a '' ploughman's collie," but a cur 
of a good heart and a sound \mderstanding — 

His honest, sonsie, bawsn't face, 
Ay gat him friends in ilka place; 
His breast was white, his towsie back 
Weel clad wi' coat o' glossy black; 
"His gaxDcie tail, W upward cwi. 
Hang o'er his hurdies wi* a swirl. 

Never were twa dogs so exquisitely delineated. Their 
gambols before they sit down to moralise are described 
with an equal degree of happiness, and through the whole 
dialogue the character, as well as the different condition 
of the two speakers, is kept in view. The speech of I/uath, 
in which he enumerates the comforts of the poor, gives the 
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^^K Bums t 

^H the low 



following account of their merriment on the first day of 
the year ; — 

That merry day the jiear begins, 

Th^]' bar the door on frosty winds ; 

The nappy reeke wi' mantling ream 

And sheds n heart-inspiring atreun ; 

The lunlin* pipe, and snepshin' mill. 

Are handed round wi' right guid will ; 

The uBDtf Buld folks crackin' crouiie, 

The young anea rantin' thro' the house — 

Hy heart baa been sue fain to see them, 

Thai I for jny hoe barkit -wi' them. 

Of all the animals who have moralised on human 
affairs since the days of ^aop, the dog seems best entitled 
to this privilege, as well from his superior sagacity aa 
from his being more than any other the friend and 
associate of man. The dogs of Burns, excepting in their 
talent for moralising, are downright dogs, and not like 
the horses of Swift, or the Hind and Panther of Dryden, 
men in the shape of brules. It is this circumstance that 
heightens the humour of the dialogue. The " twa dogs" 
are constantly kept before our eyes, and the contrast 
between their form and character as doge, and the sagacity 
of their conversation, heightens the humour and deepens 
the impression of the poet's satire. Though in this poem 
the chief excellence may be considered as humour, yet 
great talents are displayed in its composition : the 
happiest powers of description and the deepest insight 
into the human heart.* It is seldom, however, that the 
humour of Burns appears in so simple a form. The live- 
liness of his sensibility frequently impels him to introduce 
into subjects of humour emotions of tenderness or of pity ; 
and, where occasion admits, he is sometimes carried on 

ipeared, it was thought by some veiy 
Lg that a peasant, wbo hud not an opportunity of associating 
eren with a simple gentleman, should have been able to portray 
the character of hioh Ufa with such accuracy. And when it was 
recollected that he hnd probably been at the races of Ayr. where 
nobility as well as gentry are to be seen, it was concluded that the 
rAce-^Tound had been the field of his observation. This was 
sagacious enough ; but it did not require such instruction to inform 
Bums that human nature is essentially the same in the high and 
the low ; and a genius which comprehends the human mind easily 
comprehends the accidental varieties introduced by situation. 
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to exert the highest powers of imagination. In such 
instances he leaves the society of Bamsay and of 
Fergusson, and associates himself with the masters of 
English poetry, whose language he frequently assumes. 

Of the union of tenderness and humour, examples may 
be found in Tke Death and Dying Words of Poor Mailie, 
in Th^ Atdd Farmer* s New-Year^s Morning Salutation 
to his Mare Maggie, and in many of his other poems. 
The praise of whisky is a favourite subject with Bums. 
To this he dedicates his poem of Scotch Drink. After 
mentioning its cheering influence in a variety of situa- 
tions, he describes with singular liveliness and power of 
fancy its stimulating effects on the blacksmith working 
at the forge — 

Nae mercy, then, for aim and steel; 
The hrawnie, bainie, ploughman chiel, 
Brings hard owre-hip, wi' sturdy wheel, 

The strong fore-hammer, 
Till block an' stnddie ring an' reel 

Wi' dinsome clamour. 

On another occasion,* choosing to exalt whisky above 
wine, he introduces a comparison between the natives of 
more genial climes, to whom the vine furnishes their 
beverage, and his own countrymen who drink the spirit 
of malt. The description of the Scotsman is humorous — 

But bring a Scotsman frae his hill. 
Clap in his cheek a Highland gill,t 
Say, such is royal George's will. 

An' there's the foe, 
He has nae thought but how to kill 

Twa at a blow. 

Here the notion of danger rouses the imagination of 
the poet. He goes on thus — 

Nae cauld, faint-hearted doubtings tease him; 
Death comes — ^wi' fearless eye he sees him ; 
Wi' bluidy hand a welcome gies him. 

An' when he fa's, 
His latest draught o' breathing lea'es him 

In faint huzzas. 



*The Author's Earnest Cry and Prayer to the Scotch Repre- 
sentatives in Parliament. 
' tOf whisky. 
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Agrain. however, he ainke into humour, and concludeB 
the poem with the following most laughable but mast 
irreverent apostrophe: — 

Scotland, mj auld, respected mitherl 
Tfao' whyles ye moitiify yoor lentber. 
Till whsj-e ye sit, on craps o' heather. 

Ye tine your dam : 
Frfedom and iphish-]i gang Uiegither. 

Tak* aff your dram I 

Of this imioa of humour with the higher powers of 
imagination, instances may be found in the poem entitled 
Death and Dr. Hornbook, and in almost every stanza of 
the Address to the Deil, one of the happiest of his pro- 
ductions. After reproaching this terrible being with all 
hia "doings" and misdeeds, in the course of which he 
passes through a series of Scottish superstitions, and rises 
at times into a high strain of poetry, he concludes this 
address, delivered in a tone of great familiarity, not 
altogether unmixed with apprehension, in the following 
words : — 

But, fare ye weel, auld Nickie benl 

wad ye Ink* a thoaght an' men' I 

Te aiblins might — I dinna ken — 
Still bae B Btnke — 

I'm wae to think upo' yon den 



Humour and tendpmess are here bo happUy intermixed 
that it is impossible to say which preponderates. 

Ferguason wi-ot* a dialogue between the Caiiaeway and 
the Flainstnnes' of Edinburgh. This probably suggested 
to Bums hia dialogui' between the Old and New Bridge 
over the river Ayr. The nature of surh subjects requires 
that they shall be treated humorously, and Fergusson 
has attempted nothing lipyond this. Though the Cause- 
way and the Plainstones talk together, no attempt is made 
to personify the speakers. A "cadie"t heard the conver- 
sation and reported it to the poet. 

•The middle of the street and the side-way. 
t A mBBsenger. 
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In the dialogue between the Brigs of Ayr^ Bums him- 
self is the auditor, and the time and occasion on which it 
occurred is related with great circumstantiality. The 
poety " pressed by care," or " inspired by whim," had left 
his bed in the town of Ayr and wandered out alone in the 
d€u:kness and solitude of a winter night to the mouth of 
the river, where the stillness was interrupted only by the 
rushing soimd of the influx of the tide. It was after 
midnight. The Dungeon clock had struck two, and the 
sound had been repeated by Wallace Tower.* All else 
was hushed. The moon shone brightly, and 

The chilly frost, beneath the silver beam, 
Crept gently-crusting, o'er the glittering stream. 

In this situation the listening bard hears the ^' clanging 
sugh" of wings moving through the air, and speedily 
perceives two beings, reared the one on the Old, the other 
on the New Bridge, whose form and attire he describes, 
and whose conversation with each other he rehearses. 
These genii enter into a comparison of the respective 
edifices over which they preside, and afterwards, as is 
usual between the old and the young, compare modem 
characters and manners with those of past times. They 
differ, as may be expected, and taunt and scold each other 
in broad Scotch. This conversation, which is certainly 
humorous, may be considered as the proper business of 
the poem. As th^ debate runs high and threatens serious 
consequences, all at once it is interrupted by a new scene 
of wonders — 

All before their sight 

A fairy train appeared in order bright; 
Adown the glittering stream the featly danc'd; 
Bright to the moon their yarions dresses glanc'd; 
They footed o'er the wat'ry glass so neat, 
The infant ice scarce bent beneath their feet; 
While arts of Minstrelsy among them rung, 
And Boul-ennobling Bards heroic ditties sung. 



*The two steeples of Ayr. 
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n» GeniuB of the Stream in front appears — 
A venerable chief, adeanc'd in jean; 
Hia lioar; bead with water-liliea crown'd, 
liis manly leg wiih garter- toDgle boiuid. 

Next follow a number of allegorical beings, among 
whom ari' tlie four seaeons. Rural Joy, Plenty, Hospitality, 
aud Courage. 

Benevolence, with mild benig^nant air, 

A female form, came from the toVrs of Stair ; 

Leaming and Wealth in equal meBSures trode. 

From simple Catrine, their long-lov'd abode : 

Last, white-rob'd Peace, crown'd with a hazel-wreath, 

To rustic Agriculture did bequeath 

The broken iron iuBtnunentB of Death ; 

At flight of whom our Sprites forgat their kindling wrath. 

TMe poem, irregular and imperfect ae it is, displays 
Tarioua and powerful taleuta, and may serve to illustrate 
the geniuti of Burns. In particular, it aft'ords a striking 
iuBtauce of hi» being carried beyond his original purpose 
by the powers of imagination. 

In Fergusaon'a poems, the Plainslones and Cametcay 
contrast the characters of the different persons who walked 
upon them. Bums probably conceived that, by a dialogue 
between the Old and New Bridges, he might form a 
humorous contrast between ancient and modera manners 
in the town of Ayr. Such a dialogue could only be 
supposed to pass in the stillness of the night, and t^is 
led our poet into a description of a midnight scene, which 
excited in a. high degree the powers of his imagination. 
During the whole dialogue the scenery is present to his 
fancy, and at length it suggests to him a fairy dance of 
terial beings under the beams of the moon, by wliicb the 
wrath of the Genii of the Brig.* of Ayr is appeased. 
Incongruous aa the different parts of this poem are, it is 
not an incongruity that displeases, and we have only to 
regret that the poet did not bestow a little pains in 
making the figures more correct, and in smoothing the 
versification. 

The epistles of Bums, in which may be included his 



DS. JAMES ccmKis. 35 

Dedieaticn to G, H., Esq., difloover, like his other writings, 
the powers of a superior underatandiiig. Thej display 
deep insight into human nature, a gay and hi4>py strain 
of reflection, great independence of sentiment, and gener- 
osity of heart It is to be r^retted that in his Holy Fair, 
and in some of his other poems, his humour degenerates 
into personal satire, and that it is not sufficiently guarded 
in other respects. The Halloween of Bums is free from 
every objection of this sort. It is interesting, not merely 
from its humorous description of manners, but as it 
records the spell and charms used in the celebration of a 
festival, now, even in Scotland, fidling into neglect, but 
which was once observed over the greater part of Britain 
and Ireland.* These charms are supposed to afford an 
insight into futurity, especially on the subject of marriage, 
the most interesting event of rural life. In the Halloween 
a female, in performing one of the spells, has occasion to 
go out by moonlight to dip her shift sleeve into a stream 
running towards the south.f It was not necessary for 
Bums to give a description of this stream. But it was the 
character of his ardent mind to pour forth not merely 
what the occasion required but what it admitted, and the 
temptation to describe so beautiful a natural object by 
moonlight was not to be resisted — 

Whylee o'er a lin the bamie plajB 

As ihrcf the glen it wimpPt ; 
Whyles roimd a rockj scaur it straja; 

Wliyles in a weil it dimpFt; 
Whyles glitter'd to the nightly raya, 

Wi' bickering, dancing daasle; 
Whyles cookit nndemeath the hraea, 

Beneath the spreading haael, 
Unseen that night. 

Those who understand the Scottish dialect will allow 
this to be one of the finest instances of description which 
the records of poetry afford. Though of a very different 
nature, it may be compared in point of excellence with 



X 



*In Ireland it is still celebrated. It is not quite in disuse in 
Wales. 
t See HaUoweetif stansas xxiv. and xzv. 
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Thomson's description of a river swollen by the rains of 
winter, bursting through the streights that confine its 
torrent, "boiling, wheeling, foaming, and thundering 
along." ■ 

In pastoral or, to speak more correctly, in rural poetry 
of a serious nature. Bums excelled equally as in that of a 
humorous kind, and, using loss of the Scottish dialect in 
hia serious poems, he becomes more generally intelligible. 
It is difficult to decide whether the Address to the Moute, 
whose ntit was turned up with the plough, should be con- 
sidered as serious or comic. Be this ae, it may, the poem 
is one of the happiest and most finished of his productions. 
If we smile at the "bickering brattle" of this little 
fiying animal, it is a smile of tenderness and pity. The 
descriptive part is admirable, the moral reflections beau- 
tiful, and arising directly out of the occasion ; and in the 
conclusion there is a deep melancholy, a sentiment of 
doubt and dread, that rises to the sublime. The Addrenn 
ta a Mounlain Daisy, turned down with the plough, is a 
poem of the same nature, though somewhat inferior in 
point of originality, as well as in the interest produced. 
To extract out of incidents so common and seemingly so 
trivial as these so fine a train of sentiment and imagery is 
the surest proof, a^ well as the most brilliant triumph, of 
original genius. The Vision, in two cantos, from which 
a beautiful extract ia taken bv Mr. Mackenzie in the 
97th number of The Lounger, is a poem of great and 
variotis excellence. The opening, in which the poet 
describes hia own state of mind, retiring in the evening, 
wearied from the labours of the day, to moralise on his 
conduct and prospects, is truly interesting. The chamber, 
if we may so term it, in which he sits doi^Ti to muse, is 
an exquisite painting — 

There, lanely, liy the ingle^beek 
I HBt and ey'd the Bpewing reek, 
That BUM, wi' hoBBt-provoking smeek. 

The Buld clay bi|y^' ; 
An' heard the restleBs rattona squeak 

About the riggin'. 

•See TboniBon's Winter, 
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To reconcile to our imagination the entrance of an 
aerial being into a mansion of this kind required the 
powers of Bnms — ^he, however, succeeds. Coila enters, 
and her countenance, attitude, and dress, unlike those of 
other spiritual beings, are distinctly portrayed. To the 
painting on her mantle, on which is depicted the most 
striking scenery, as well as the most distinguished char- 
acters of his native country, some exceptions may be 
made. The mantle of Coila, like the cup of Thyrsis,* and 
the shield of Achilles, is too much crowded with figures, 
and some of the objects represented upon it are scarcely 
admissible, according to the principles of design. The 
generous temperament of Bums led him into these 
exuberances. In his second edition he enlarged the 
number of figures originally introduced that he might 
include objects to which he was attached by sentiments of 
affection, gratitude, or patriotism. The second Duan or 
canto of this poem, in which Coila describes her own 
nature and occupations, particularly her superintendence 
of his infant genius, and in which she reconciles him to 
the character of a bard, is an elevated and solemn strain of 
poetry, ranking in all respects, excepting the harmony of 
numbers, with the highest productions of the English 
muse. The concluding stanza, compared with that 
already quoted, will show to what a height Bums rises in 
this poem from the point at which he set out — 

And wear thou this — she aolemn said: — 
And bound the hoUy round my head; 
The polished leaves, and berries red, 

Did mstling play: 
And like a passing thought, she fled 

In light away. 

In various poems Bums has exhibited the picture of a 
mind under the deep impression of real sorrow. Tfie 
Lament, the Ode to Ruin, Despondency, and Winter, a 
Dirge, are of this character. In the first of these poems, 
the 8th stanza, which describes a sleepless night from 
anguish of mind, is particularly striking. Bums often 

* See tiie first IdyUium of Theocritus. 
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indiilged in thoae melancholy views of the nature and 
condition of man, which arc so congenial to the tempera- 
ment of sensibility. The poem entitled Man was made to 
Mourn affords an instance of this kind, and Tlie Winter 
Night is of the aame description. The last is highly 
characteristic, both of the temjier of mind and of the 
condition of Bums. It begins with a description of a 
dreadful storm on a night in winter. The poet represents 
himself as lying in hed and listening to its howling. In 
this situation he naturally turns his thoughts to the 
Owrie* Cattle and ihr Silly f Skeep exposed to all the 
violence of the tempest. Having lamented their fate, he 
proceeds in the following manner : — 

Ilk happing bird — wee, helpless tbingl 
Thai in the merry monthfl o' spring, 
Dehghted me to hoar thee sing, 

Wliat cornea o' tbeef 
Whftre wilt thou cow'r thy ehittering wing, 
An' close thy e'eP 
Other reflections of the same nature occur to his mind, 
and as the midnight moon " muffled with clouds " casts her 
dreary light on the window, thoughts of a darker and more 
melancholy nature crowd upon him. In this state of mind 
he hears a voice pouring through the gloom a solemn and 
plaintive strain of reflection. The mourner compares the 
fury of the elements with that of man to his brother man, 
and finds the former light in the balance. 
See stern Oppression's iron grip. 
Or mad Ambition's gory hand, 
Sending, like blood-boundx from the slip, 
Woe, want, itnd murder o'er the land. 
He pUTHuea this train of reflection through a variety of 
particulars, in the course of which he introduces the 
following animated apostrophe: — 

jet who, sunk in beds of down, 
Feel not a want bat what yourselves create. 
Think, for a moment, on his wretched fate. 
Whom friends and fortune quite disown ; 

• Owrte, ont-Ljing. Otoric-eattle. cattle that are unhoused all 
wmter. Ovfrie, drooping. ahiTermg, 
iSUly ia in this, as in other places, a term of compassion and 
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11 1 a mt igfied keen Nstnre'B clam'ronB call, 
Stretdied on his straw he lays him down to 8le^, 

While thro' the ragged roof and chinky wall, 
CSiill o'er his slumbers piles the drifty hei^p. 

Tlie strain of sentiment which runs through the poem 
is noble, thongh the execution is unequal, €uid the versi- 
fication is defective. 

Among the serious poems of Bums, The CoUer^s 
Saturday Night is perhaps entitled to the first rank. The 
Farmer's Ingle of Fergusson evidently suggested the plan 
of this poem, as has been already mentioned ; but after the 
plan was formed Bums trusted entirely to his own powers 
for the execution. Fergusson's poem is certainly very 
beautiful. It has all the charms which depend on rural 
characters and manners happily portrayed and exhibited 
under circumstances highly grateful to the imagination. 
The Farmer^ s Ingle begins with describing the return of 
evening. The toils of the day are over, and the farmer 
retires to his comfortable fireside. The reception which 
he and his men servants receive from the careful house- 
wife is pleasingly described. After their supper is over, 
they begin to talk on the rural events of the day. 

'Bout kirk and market eke their tales gae on, 
How Jock woo'd Jenny here to be his bride; 

And there how Marion for a bastard son, 
Upo' the cutty-stool was forced to ride, 
The waefu' scauld o' our Mess John to bide. 

The " Ghiidame " is next introduced as forming a circle 

round the fire in the midst of her grandchildren, and 

while she spins from the rock and the spindle plays on 

' her '' russet lap," she is relating to the young ones tales 

of witches and ghosts. The poet exclaims — 

O mock na this, my friends! bnt rather mourn; 

Te in life's braweet spring wi' reason clear, 
Wi' eild our idle fancies a' return, 

And dim our dolefu' days wi' baimly fear; 
The mind's aye cradled when the grave is near. 

In the meantime the farmer, wearied with the fatigues 
of the day, stretches himself at length on the settle, a sort 
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of niBlic couch which extends on one aide of the fire, and 
the cat and house dog leap upon it to receive hia caiesBes. 
Here reeting at his ease he gives his directions to his 
men seivants for the succeeding day. The housewife 
follows his example and gives her orders to the maidens. 
By degrees the oil in the cruse begins to fail, the fire niHB 
low, sleep steals on this rustic group, and they move off 
to enjoy their peaceful slumbers. The poet concludes by 
bestowing his blessings on the " husbandman and all his 
tribe." 

This is an original and truly interesting j)astoral. It 
poBsesses everything required in this • sjwciea o'f composi- 
tion. We might have perhaps said e\-t?rything that it 
admits had not Burns written his Colter's Saturday Night. 

The cottager, returning from his labours, has no ser- 
vants to accompany him to partake of his fare, or to receive 
his instructions. The circle which he joins is composed of 
his wife and children only ; and if Jt admit* of less variety, 
it affords an opportunity for representing scenes that more 
strongly interest the affections. The younger children 
running to meet him and clambering round his knee, 
the eider, returning from their weekly labours with the 
neighbouring farmers, dutifully depositing their little 
gains with their parents and receiving their father's 
blessing and instructions; the incidents of the courtship 
of Jenny, their eldest daughter, " woman grown," are 
circumstances of the most interesting kind, which are 
most happily delineated; and, after their frugal supper, 
the representation of these humble cottagers forming a 
wider circle round the hearth and uniting in the worship 
of God IB a picture, the most deeply affecting of any which 
the rural muse has ever presented to the view. Bums 
was admirably adapted to this delineation. Like all 
men of genius he was of the temperament of devotion, 
and the powers of memory co-operated in thie instance 
with the sensibility of his heart and the fervour of his 
imagination.* The Cotter s Saturday Night is tender and 
moral, it is solemn and devotional, and rises at length into 
* The reader will recollect that the Cotter wu Bonu's father. 
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a strain of grandeur and sublimity which modem poetry 
has not surpassed. The noble sentiments of patriotism 
with which it concludes correspond with the rest of the 
poem. In no age or country have the pastoral muses 
breathed such elevated accents, if the Messiah of Pope be 
excepted, which is, indeed, a pastoral in form only. It is 
to be regretted that Bums did not employ his genius on 
other subjects of the same nature, which the manners and 
customs of the Scottish peasantry would have amply 
supplied. Such poetry is not to be estimated by the 
degree of pleasure which it bestows ; it sinks deeply into 
the heart, and is calculated far beyond any other human 
means for giving permanence to the scenes and characters 
it so exquisitely describes. 

Before we conclude, it will be proper to offer a few 
observations on the lyric productions of Bums. His 
compositions of this kind are chiefly songs, generally in 
the Scottish dialect, and always after the model of the 
Scottish songs, on the general character and moral 
influence of which some observations have already been 
offered. We may hazard a few more particular remarks. 

Of the historic or heroic ballads of Scotland it is unne- 
cessary to speak. Bums has nowhere imitated them — a 
circumstance to be regretted — since in this species of com- 
position, from its admitting the more terrible as well as 
the softer graces of poetry, he was eminently qualifled 
to have excelled. The Scottish songs which served as a 
model of Bums are almost, without exception, pastoral, 
or rather rural. Such of them as are comic frequently 
treat of a rustic courtship or a country wedding, or they 
describe the differences of opinion which arise in married 
life. Bums has imitated this species, and surpassed his 
models. The song beginning Husbandy hushand, cease 
your strife, may be cited in support of this observation.* 

* The dislognes between husbands and their wives, which fonn the 
subjects of the Scottish songs, are almost all ludicrous and 
satirical, and in these contests the lady is generally victorious. 
From the collections of Mr. Pinkerton we mid that the comic 
muse of Scotland delighted in such representations, from very 
early times, in her rude dramatic efforts, as well as in her rustic 
songs. 
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His other comic songs are of «qual merit. In the rui^ 
soags of Scotland, whether humorous or tender, the senti- 
ments are given to particiUar charact4>r8, and very geaerally 
the incidents are referred to particular acenerv. This last 
circumstance may be considered as the distinguishing 
feature of the Scottish songs, and on it a considerable 
part of their attraction depends. On all occasions the 
eentiment«, of whatever nature, are delivered in the char- 
acter of the person principally interested. If love be 
deecribed, it is not as it is observed, but as it is felt; 
and the passion is delineated under a particular aspect. 
Neither is it the fiercer impulse of desires that are 
expressed, as in the celebrated ode of .Sappho, the model 
of so many modem songs, but those gentler emotions of 
tenderness and affection, which do not entirely absorb the 
lover, hut [)ermit him to associate hie emotions with the 
charms of external nature, and breathe the accents of 
purity and innocence as well as of love. In these respect* 
the love songs of Scotland are honourably distinguished 
from thv most admired classical compositions of the same 
kind: and by such associations a variety, as well as live- 
liness, is given to the repreaenlation ot this passion, which 
are not to be found in the poetry of Greece or Itome, or 
perhaps of any other nation. Many of the love songs of 
Scotland describe scenes of rural courlship; many may be 
considered as invocations from lovers to their mistresses. 
On such occasions a degree of interest and reality is given 
)« the sentiments by the spot destined to these happy 
interviews being particularised. Thp lovers perhaps meet 
at the Rush aboon Traquair. or on the Ranks of Ettrick: 
the nymphs arc invoked to wander among the wilds of 
Hoslin or the woods of Invermay. Nor is the spot merely 
pointed out; tho Ncenery is often desrJbed as well as the 
chftmrt<'rs, so as to present a complete picture to the 
fancy,* Thus tlic maxim of Horace itt /nctwra pomh is 

*0n« or tiTii niniTiTiluR ma? iUnBtrute this observation. A 
Scottiih KoniE. oriU*!! nlioiit u hundred years ngo, begins thus: — 
On RUrirk tianlw, on » smnmer'B nieht 

Al itl'xi'K'iiK' when the sheep drove DRme, 
1 «ibI iiiv iHHin, braw and tight, 
IHjtilo waillitK b«iroftH)t n' her lane: 
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I 



The dramatic style which prevwls eo mnch in the 
Scottish Bonga, while it contributes greatly to the interest 
they excite, also shows that ihey hare originated among 
R people in the earlier stages of society. Where this form 
of composition appears in eongs of a modem date, it indi- 
cates that they have been written after the ancient model." 

The Scottish aongs are of very unequal poetical merit, 
and this inequality often extends to the different parts of 
the same song. Those that are humorous or characteristic 
of manners have in general the merit of copying nature; 
those that are serious are tender and often sweetly inter- 
eating, but seldom exhibit high powers of imag^ination, 
which, indeed, do not easily find a plac« in this species 
of composition. The alliance of the words of the Scottish 
songs with the music ha«, in some inBtances, given to the 



* That the dramatic form of writing characterises cbe productioiu 
of an early, or, what amounts to the same thing, of a rude stage 
of Bocietr, may be illuBtrated by a reference to the most ancient 
compositions that we know of, the Hebrew scriptures and the 
writiDgB of Homer. The form of dialogue is adopted in the old 
Bcottieh ballads even in narration, whenever the situations described 
become interesting. This Gometimea produceii a rerr striking effect, 
of which an instance mn; be given from the baltad of Edim o 
(Itirdiin, a compoaition apparently of the sixteenth century. The 
story of the ballad is shortly this : ^The caatle of Rhodes, in the 
absence of its lord, is attacked by the robber Edom o' Gordon. 
The lady stands on her defence, beats off the assailants, and wounds 
Gordon, who, m his rn^e, orders the custte to be set on fire. That 
his orders are carried into effect, we learn from the expostulation 
of the lady, who is represented as standing on the battlements and 
renioHstrating on this barbarity. She is interrupted — 

O then bespake her little son. 

Sate on his nourice knee ; 
SavR. " Mither dear, gi' owre this house, 

For the reek it smitbers me." 

" I wad gie «.' my gowd, my childe, 

8ae wad I a' my fee. 
For n» blast o' the westlin' wind, 

To blaw the reek frae thee." 

Thn eirciimntimilalUy of the Scottish love sones, aod the dramatic 
form whioh prevail* m Bpnerally in them, probably Brises from their 
being thi> dcsrpndunta and successors of the ancient ballads. In 
tho DOBUtiful iTiiidirn sonit of Mary nf CaHlr-Cary. the dramatic 
form hiui n vnr* ha|i|iy pltiint. The same ma; be said of Donald 
anil Flirit. snu ('iim* uniler my Flaidie, by the same author, 
Mr. Maonii>1. 
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former a popularity which otherwise they would not have 
obtained. 

The association of the words and the music of these 
songs with the more beautiful parts of the scenery of 
Scotland contributes to the same effect. It has given them 
not merely popularity but permanence ; it has imparted to 
the works of man some portion of the durability of the 
works of nature. If, from our imperfect experience of 
the past, we may judge with any confidence respecting 
the future, songs of this description are of all others least 
likely to die. In the changes of language they may, no 
doubt, suffer change, but the associated strain of sentiment 
and of music will perhaps survive while the clear stream 
sweeps down the vale of Yarrow, or the yellow broom 
waves on Cowdenknowes. 

The first attempts of Bums in song-writing were not 
very successfiQ. His habitual inattention to the exactness 
of rhymes and to the harmony of numbers, arising pro- 
bably from the models on which his versification was 
formed, were &ults likely to appear to more disadvantage 
in this species of composition than in any other, and we may 
also remark that the strength of his imagination and the 
exuberance of his sensibility were with difficulty restrained 
within the limits of gentleness, delicacy, and tenderness, 
which seemed to be assigned to the love songs of his 
nation. Bums was better adapted by nature for following 
in such compositions the model of the Grecian than that 
of the Scottish muse. By study and practice he, however, 
surmounted all these obstacles. In his earlier songs there 
is some ruggedness, but this gradually disappears in his 
successive efforts, and some of his later compositions of this 
kind may be compared in polished delicacy with the 
finest songs in our language, while in the eloquence of 
sensibility they surpass them all. 

The songs of Bums, like the models he followed and 
excelled, are often dramatic, and, for the greater part, 
amatory, and the beauties of rural nature are every- 
where associated with the passions and emotions of the 
mind. Disdaining to copy the works of others, he has not, 
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like aome poets of great name, admitted into his descrip- 
tione exotic imagpiT- The landscapes he has painted, and 
the objects with which they are embellished, are, in every 
Bingle instance, such as are to be found in his own country. 
In a mouatainous region, especially when it is compara- 
tively rude and naked, the most beautiful scenery wtU always 
be found in the valleys and on the banks of the wooded 
atreams. Such scenery is peculiarly interesfting at the close 
of a Bummer day. As we advance northward the number 
of the days of summer, indeed, diminishes ; but from this 
cause, as well as from the mildness of the temperature, 
the attraction of the season increases, and the summer 
night becomes still more beautiful. The greater obliquity 
nf the sun's path on the ecliptic prolongs the grateful 
season of twilight to the midnight hours, and the shades 
of evening seem to mingle with the morning's dawn. The 
rural poets of Scotland, as may be expected, associate in 
their songs the expressions of passion with the most 
beautiful of their scenery in the fairest season of the year, 
and generally in those hours of the evening, when the 
beauties of nature are most interesting* 

* A lady, of wlioae geaius the editor entertains high admirstion 
(Mm. Barbauld), has fallen into on error in this respect. In her 
preCutory address tu the works of Collins, speaking tif the natural 
nbjdctii that may be employed to give interest to the descriptions 
of pawiion, she observes, " They present an inexhaustible variety, 
from the Bong of Solomon, breathing of cassia, myrrb, and cinna- 
mon, t.0 the (Sfntle. Sliephfril of Ramsay, whose damsels csrry their 
milkinii'pailB through the frosts and snoivB of their less senial, 
but not le>B pofltoral country." The damsels of Ramsay do not 
walk in the midst of frost and snow. Almost all the scenes of 
the Grnttf Shrplinil sre laid in cbe open air, amidst beautiful 
natural objects, and at the must genial season of the year, Ramsay 
introduces all hiji nets with a. prefatory description to assure us of 
thi». The fault of the climate of Britain is not that it does not 
afford us the bonuties of Rummer, but that the season of such 
boaiitiei is coin para tively short, and even uncertain. There are 
dajv and nighta, oven in the northern division of tbe island, 
which niual, or, perhaps. Bin"""'' what are to bo found in the 
latltud* of Sicily or of Greece. Burhanan. when he wrote his 
uquisite (hie tfj May, felt the charm as well as the tr.insientness 
of those happy days— 

Salve fugacis gloria aeculi, 
Salve secunda diffna dien nota, 
Salve vet untie vita" imaKo. 
Et specimen venientia -Evi, 
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To all these adventitious circumstances, on which so ^ 
much of the effect of poetry depends, great attention is 
paid by Bums. There is scarcely a single song of his in 
which particidar scenery is not described, or allusions made 
to natural objects, remarkable for beauty or interest ; and 
though his descriptions are not so full as are sometimes 
met with in the older Scottish songs, they are in the 
highest degree appropriate and interesting. Instances in 
proof of this might be quoted from the Lea Rig, Highland 
Maryy The Soldier's Return^ Logan Water; from that 
beautiful pastoral, Bonnie Jean, and a great number of 
others. Occasionally the force of his genius carried him 
beyond the usual boundaries of Scottish song, and the 
natural objects introduced have more of the character of 
sublimity. An instance of this kind is noticed by Mr. 
Syme, and many others might be adduced — 

Had I a cave on some wild distant shore, 

Where the winds howl to the waves' dashing roar; 

There would I weep my woes, 

There seek my lost repose, 

Till grief my eyes should close, 
Ne'er to wake more. 

In one song, the scene of which is laid in a winter 
night, the " wan moon " is described as - setting behind 
the white waves " ; in another the " storms " are apos- 
trophised, and commanded to '*rest in the cave of their 
slumbers." On several occasions the genius of Bums 
loses sight entirely of his archetypes and rises into a 
^ strain of uniform sublimity. Instances of this kind appear 
' in Liberties a Vision; and in his two war songs, Bruce to 
his Troops and the Song of Death, These last are of a 
description of which we have no other in our lang\iage. 
The martial songs of our i\ation are not military, but 
naval. If we were to seek a comparison of these songs 
of Bums with others of a similar nature, we must have 
recourse to the poetry of ancient Greece or of modem 
Oaul. 

Bums has made an important addition to the songs of 
Scotland. In his compositions the poetry equals and some- 
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times surpasses the music. He has enlarged the poetical 
scenery of his country. Many of her rivers and mountains, 
formerly unknown to the muse, are now consecrated by his 
immortal verse. The Boon, the Lugar, the Ayr, the Nith, 
and the Cluden will in future, like the Yarrow, the Tweed, 
and the Tay, be considered as classic streams, and their 
borders will be trodden with new and superior emotions. 

The greater part of the songs of Burns were written 
after he removed into the county of Dumfries. Influenced, 
perhaps, by habits formed in early life, he usually com- 
posed while walking in the open air. WTiile engaged in 
writing these songs his favourite walks were on the banks 
of the Nith or of the Cluden, pajticularly near the ruins of 
Lincluden Abbey; and this beautiful scenery he has very 
happily described under various aspects as it appears during 
the softness and serenity of evening, and during the still- 
ness and solemnity of the moonlight night. 

There is no species of poetry, the productions of the 
drama not excepted, so much calculated to influence the 
morals as well as the happiness of a people as those popular 
verses which are associated with national airs, and which, 
being learnt in the years of infancy, make a deep impree- 
liion on the heart before the evolution of the jjowers of the 
understanding. The compositions of Bums of this kind, 
now presented in a collected form to the world, make a 
most importaJit addition to the popular songs of his nation. 
Like all his other writings, they exhibit independence of 
sentiment : they are peculiarly calculated to increase those 
ties which bind generous hearts to their native soil, and 
to the domestic circle of their infancy ; and to cherish those 
sensibilities which, under due restriction, form the purest 
happiness of our nature. If in his unguarded moments 
he composed some songs on which this praise cannot be 
bestowed, let us hope that they will speedily be forgotten. 
In several instances where Scottish airs were allied to 
words objectionable in point of delicacy. Bums has sub- 
stituted others of a purer character. On such occasions, 
without changing the subject, he has changed the senti- 
ments. A proof of this may he seen in the air of John 
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Anderson^ my Joe^ which is now united to words that 
breathe a strain of conjugal tenderness that is as highly 
moral as it is exquisitely affecting. 

Few circumstances coidd afford a more striking proof 
of the strength of Bums's genius than the general circida- 
tion of his poems in England, notwithstanding the dialect 
in which the greater part are written, and which might 
be supposed to render them here uncouth or obscure. In ^ 
some instances he has used this dialect on subjects of a 
sublime nature, but, in general, he confines it to sentiments 
or descriptions of a tender or humorous kind ; and, where 
he rises into elevation of thought, he assumes a purer 
English style. The singular facidty he possessed of 
mingling in the same poem humorous sentiments and 
descriptions, with imagery of a sublime and terrific nature, 
enabled him to use this variety of dialect on some occasions 
with striking effect. His poem of Tarn o* Shanter affords 
an instance of this. There he passes from a scene of the 
lowest humour to situations of the most awful and terrible 
kind. He is a musician that nms from the highest to the 
lowest of his keys, and the use of the Scottish dialect 
enables him to add two additional notes to the bottom of 
his scale. 

Gh-eat efforts have been made by the inhabitants of 
Scotland of the superior ranks to approximate in their tv 
speech to the pure English standard, and this has made 
it difficxdt to write in the Scottish dialect without exciting 
in them some feelings of disgust, which in England are 
scarcely felt. An Englishman who understands the 
meaning of the Scottish words is not offended, nay, on 
certain subjects he is perhaps pleased, with the rustic 
dialect, as he may be with the Doric Greek of Theocritus. 

But a Scotchman inhabiting his own country, if a man 
of education, and more especially if a literary character, 
has banished siXch words from his writings, and has 
attempted to banish them from his speech; and being / 
accustomed to hear them from the vulgar daily, does not 
easily admit of their use in poetry, which requires a style 
elevated and ornamental. A dislike of this kind is, how- 
ever, accidental, not natural. It is of the species of disgust 
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whick we feel at seeing a female of high birth in the dress 
of a rustic ; which, if she be really young and beautiful, 
a little habit will enable ua to overcome. A lady who 
assumee such a dress pute her beauty, indeed, to a severer 
trial. She rejects — she, indeed, opposee the influence of 
fashion ; she possibly abandons the grace of elegant and 
flowing drapery; but her native charms remain the more 
striking, perhaps, because the less adorned ; and to theee 
she trusts for fixing her empire on those afEections over 
which fashion has no sway. If she succeeds, a new 
association arises. The dress of the beautiful rustic 
becomes itself beautiful, and establishes a new fashion for 
the young and the gay. And when, in after ages, the con- 
templative observer shall view her picture in the gallery 
that contains the portraits of the beauties of successive 
centuries, each in the dress of her respective day, her 
drapery will not deviate more tlian that of her rivals from 
the standard of his taste, and he will give the palm to her 
who excels in the lineaments of nature. 

Bui'ns wrote professedly for the peasantry of his coontry, 
and by them their native dialect is universally relished. 
To a numerous class of the natives of Scotland of another 
description, it may also be considered as attractive in a 
different point of view. Estranged from their native soil 
and spread over foreign lands, the idiom of their country 
unites with the sentiments and the descriptions on which it 
is employed to recall to their minds the interesting scenes 
of infancy and youth— to awahen many pleasing, many 
tender recollections. Literary men residing at Edinburgh 
or Aberdeen cannot judge on this point for one hundred 
and fifty thousand of their expatriated countrymen.* 



* TbeHO obBervatioiiB nre eicit«d by some remarks of renpectable 
correspondents of the deacription alluded to. This calculation (rf 
the number of Scatcbmen living out of Scotland is not altogether 
arbitrary, and it is probably below the truth. It is, in some degree, 
founded on the proportion between the number of the aexea in 
Scotland, ai it appears from the invaluable Bt«tbtica of Sir John 
Binclair. For 8ootj;liraen of this descriptioij, more particolarly. 
Bums aeemB to have written his aong beginning Their grm-es o' 
sweti myrttr. a beautiful strain, which, it may he conGdently 

Clicted, will be sung with equal, or superior, interest on the 
ks of the Ganges or of the Mississippi M on those of the Tay 
■ th0 Tweed, 
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To the use of the Scottish dialect in one species of 
poetry, the composition of songs, the taste of the public 
has been for some time reconciled. The dialect in question 
excels, as has already been observed, in the copiousness and 
exactness of its terms for natural objects ; and in pastoral 
or rural songs it gives a Doric simplicity, which is very 
generally approved. Neither does the regret seem well 
founded which some persons of taste have expressed, that 
Bums used this dialect in so many other of his composi- 
tions. His declared purpose was to paint the manners of 
rustic life among his humble compeers, and it is not easy 
to conceive that this could have been done with equal 
humour and effect if he had not adopted their idiom. 
There are some, indeed, who will think the subject too 
low for poetry. Persons of this sickly taste will find their 
delicacies considted in many a polite and learned author ; 
let them not seek for gratification on the rough and 
vigorous lines, in the unbridled humour, or in the over- 
powering sensibility of this bard of nature. 

To determine the comparative merit of Bums would be 
no easy task. Many persons, afterwards distinguished in 
literature, have been bom in as hiunble a situation of life ; 
but it woidd be difficidt to find any other who, while 
earning his subsistence by daily labour, has written verses 
which have attracted and retained universal attention, and 
which are likely to give the author a permanent and 
distinguished place among the followers of the muses. If 
he is deficient in grace, he is distinguished for ease as well 
as energy; and these are indications of the higher order 
of genius. The father of epic poetry exhibits one of his 
heroes as excelling in strength, another in swiftness — ^to 
form his perfect warrior, these attributes are combined. 
Every species of intellectual superiority admits, perhaps, 
of a similar arrangement. One writer excels in force, 
another in ease; he is superior to them both in whom 
both these qualities are united. Of Homer himself it 
may be said that, like his own Achilles, he surpasses his 
competitors in mobility as well as in strength. 

The force of Bums lay in the powers of his understanding 
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and in the sensibility of his heart; and these will be found 
to infuse the living principle into all the works of genius 
which seem destined to immortality. Hia sensibility had 
an uncommon range. He was alive to every species of 
emotion. He is one of the few poets that can be men-, 
tioned who have at once excelled in humour, in tendemeee, 
and in sublimity; a praise unknown to the ancients, and 
which, in modem times, is only due to Ariosto, to Shake- 
speare, and perhaps to Voltaire. To compare the writings 
of the Scottish peasant with the works of these giants in 
literature might appear presumptuouB : yet it may be 
asserted that he has displayed the fnnl of Hercuies. How 
near he might have approached them by proper culture, 
with lengthened years, and under happier auspices, it is 
not for us to calculate. But while we run over the 
melancholy story of hia life it is impossible not to heave 
a sigh at the asperity of his fortune; and as we survey 
the records of his mind it is easy to see that out of such 
materials have been reared the fairest and most durable 
of the monuments of genius. 



By DAVID IRVING, LL.D. 

1804. 

BtniNS was possessed of a versatility and strength of genius 
which might have conducted him to eminence in any 
department of science or literature. His senses were acute ; 
his affections warm and generous; his imagination was 
vivid and excursive; his judgment prompt and pene- 
trating. His poetry is the effusion of a vigorous and 
susceptible mind powerfully affected by the objects of its 
contemplation. The external beauties of nature, the 
pleasures and disappointments of love, the characteristics 
of the peasant's fate, the ridiculous features of hypocrisy 
and superstition, furnish the principal subjects on which 
he has exercised his bold and original talents. Most of the 
occasions which awakened his poetical powers were not 
fictitious but real; and his sentiments and language are 
generally those of a man who obeys the strong impulses 
of unsophisticated feeling. Although he laboured under 
the disadvantages of a very imperfect education, yet some 
circumstances of his very early life were not altogether 
unfavourable to the nurture of a poetical genius. The 
peculiarity of his fate tended to impress every sentiment 
more deeply on his mind, and to familiarise him with the 
habits of profound meditation. The lessons which his 
father taught him were those of piety, virtue, and inde- 
pendence; lessons which are scarcely of less importance 
to the poet than to the man. His early years were, indeed, 
consumed in depressing toil; but even while the young 
peasant followed the plough, his intellectual eye was fixed 
on immortality. 
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my of his poems were composed during the hoiurs 
. he was actual]? engaged iu manual labour : his 

txvB energy was unsubdued by illiberal toil, by perpetaal 

^^SuntificatioQ, and by his total seelnsion from that iater- 
course which is most calculated to fan the sparks of 
generous emulation. "This kind of life," says Bums, 
" the cheerless gloom of a hermit, with the unceasing moil 
of a galley-slave, brought me to my sixteenth year; a 
little before which period I first committed the sin oi 
rhyme." Love, he informs ua, was the original ^urce of 
his poetry: "I never had the least thought or inclination 
of turning poet till I got once heartily in love; and then 
rhyme and song were in a manner the spontaneous 
language of my heart." 

His principal models of composition were Kamsay and 
FergUBSon. In his letter to Dr. Moore he remarks that 
he had nearly abandoned poetry, when in his twenty- 
third year, having Iweome acquainted with the works of 
FergusBon, he " strung anew his wildly- sounding l_vre with 
emulating vigour." Of classical learning he was totally 
destitute; and it is not apparent that he was much 
indebted to his knowledge of the French language. With 
the best English writers he was, however, sufficiently 
rnnversant: he read them with avidity, and for the most 
part wilh wonderful discernment. Nor was he altogether 
unacquainted with scienc* : he had at least studied Euclid, 
Locke, and Smith ; he read and understood Mr. Alison's 
Eisays <m thf. Prinnplrs of Taate. 

The most beautiful of his poems are professedly written 
in the Scottiuli (jiiili><;l.: but in general they are not deeply 
tinctured with pmvinoial idioms; many of the stanzas 
are almost purely English. His verses, though not very 
polished or melodioUH, are commonly distinguished by an 
air of ortginalily which atones for every deficiency. His 
rhymes an> oft^'n inipcrfTOt, and his expression indelicate; 
he paxsrH from etum lo negligence and from simplicity to 
coarseuesi. Hut thi-ni' pnouliarities we may ascribe to his 
early hnhiU of MRoi'intion. 

The [wpius of UurtiP, tluuigh most remarkable for the 
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quality of humoiir, exhibit various proofs of his imagina- 
tioiLy and the soundness of his understanding enabled him to 
attain a variety of excellence which can only be traced in 
the production of original genius. Some of his subjects are 
sufficiently mean ; but he never fails to illumine them with 
brilliant flashes of intellect. His flights, however, are 
sudden and irregular; the strong impulses of his mind 
were not sufficiently chastened and directed by the whole- 
some discipline of the schools. His compositions, however, 
beautiful in* detached parts, are very often defective in 
their general plan. 

The most exquisite of his serious poems is The Cotter's 
Saturday Night. The character and incidents which the 
poet here describes in so interesting a manner are such as 
his father's cottage presented to his observation; they 
are such as may everywhere be found among the virtuous 
and intelligent peasantry of Scotland. ''I recollect once 
he told me," says Professor Stewart, " when I was admiring 
a distant prospect in one of our morning walks, that the 
sight of so many smoking cottages gave a pleasure to his 
mind, which none could understand who had not witnessed, 
like himself, the happiness and the worth which they con- 
tained." With such impressions as these upon his mind, 
he has succeeded in delineating a charming picture of rural 
innocence and felicity. The incidents are well selected, 
the character skilfully distinguished, and the whole com- 
position is remarkable for the propriety and sensibility 
which it displays. To transcribe every beautiful passage 
which the poem contains would be to transcribe almost 
every stanza; the following may be selected on account 
of its moral as well as its poetical effect : — 

But hark! a rap comes gently to the door. 

Jenny, wha kens the meaning o' the same, 
Telia how a neebor lad cam' o'er the moor, 

To do some errands, and convoy her hame. 
The wily mother sees the conscions flame 

Sparkle in Jenny's e'e, and flush her cheek; 
Wi' heart-stmck, anxious care, inquires his name, 

While Jenny hafBins is afraid to speak ; 
Weel pleaa'd the mother hears it's nae wild, worthless rake. 
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A •tanni' ytmth: W takaa tke notfaH's i(r«; 
Btytiw Jmioe; mm ibc rinf s m 3 tfea ; 

n* father cncfc> tf iww. plrni^ aad kyv. 
Hw Toaacator's artlew beut g^acisvs «f jar. 

Bat Uat« a«d lahUa', warea «■ ved bcfcavc : 
The nother, wf a voaunV wSm. cmi wpj 

Wbrt makaa the tooHi mm faadfi^ aa* aac gnve; 
Wed-plcMed to Uunk her bun*! raapectcd lik« th* Ibpb. 



O happy lov^'. where lo*« like this u foandl 

O heartfelt r^itoresl bliss b«7i>nd comparvl ■ 
I're pac^ iniuih this we^ry. mortal rotind. 

And Mge experience bid* me this declare — 
It He**«ii a draught of hearenlT pleasure spara. 

One cordial in this melancholy vale, 
Ti* whMi a yonthfnl, loving. modMt pair. 

In other'* arms breathe ont the tender tale. 
Bonaath the milk-wbite thorn that scenta the er'ning galau 



la Uivre, in hnman form, that bean a heart — 

A wr«tob! a villatit! lost to lore and tmth! 
That can, with itudied, aly, ensnaring art, 

Rntray aweet Jenny's tmsuspecting yoathP 
CuTMi un hia parjur'd artal diuerabling amootht 

Are honour, virtue, conscience, all exil'dP 
t« thnm no pity, no relenting rath, 

Pointa lu the parenta fondling o'er their child? 
Tlien painta thn ruin'd maid, and their distraction irildt 



'rh« oUnsoH To a Mountain Daisy on fuming one 
iloum with the plough have always been acknowledged 
lU tinaiitiful uiid interesting. His address To a Moiue, 
OH Ivmiiig hrr up in her nest with the jAough, evinces 
Uic fnrtility of his geniufl and the unbounded benevolence 
nf hia heart. These two poems derive additional interest 
Iroin the attilude in which the writer is himself presented 
lu our view; we bcliold him engaged in the labour of the 
fl«ht, unil moving in his humble sphere with all the dignity 
n( himest independence and conscious genius. The 
nxordium of bis very poetical production entitled The 
Viiion is also renderpd interesting by the same circum- 
NtiinddN ; it exhibits Burns in the retirement of his homely 
noHuge: — 
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The son had clos'd the winter day, 
The ourlen quat their roarin' play, 
An' hnnger'd Mankin ta'en her way 

To kail-yardB green, 
While faithless snaws ilk step betray 

Whare she has been. 

The thresher's weary flingin'-tree 
The lee-lang day had tired me; 
And whan the day had clos'd his e'e 

Far i' the west, 
Ben i' the speoce, right pensivelie, 

I gaed to rest. 

There, lanely, by the ingle-cheek, 
I sat and ey'd the spewing reek. 
That fill'd, wi' hoast-proToking smeek. 

The aiild clay biggin' ; 
An' heard the restless rattons squeak 

About the riggin'. 

All in this mottie, misty dime, 
I backward mus'd on wasted time. 
How I had spent my yonthfu' prime. 

An' done nae-thing. 
But stringin' blethers up in rhyme. 

For fools to sing. 

Others of his serious poems are distinguished by- 
beauties of no vulgar kind. Many passages rise to sub- 
limity ; and his moral reflections are often solemn, pathetic, 
and perspicacious. 

But it is, perhaps, in his humorous and satirical poems 
that he appears to most advantage. Nature had endowed 
him with an uncommon degree of sagacity; and his 
perpetual disappointments and mortification rendered him 
a more keen observer of the follies of mankind. His 
satire, however, when he refrains from personalities, is 
seldom unmercifiQ ; his general opinion of human nature 
was by no means unfavourable ; and he commonly exposes 
vice and folly with a kind of gay severity. 

Halloween exhibits a humorous and masterly description 
of some of the remarkable superstitions of his countrymen. 
The incidents are selected and the characters discriminated 
with his usual felicity. His Address to the Deil, as well as 
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Dtath and Dr. Homiook, u dUtijtfitishfd Iiy •!> oripBal 
rem at satirical bamoar. TAt Holy Fair ia entitkid to 
tmrj praue except that of •crapnloos diKener. Thv mbae- 
qiwmt itsiUMs may aerve to diioover with what effici^cy 
Bonu coold wield the shafts of ridirale: — 



Now 



«/«■ 




tor Mocdia ipcda tha hoJ; door. 



It 3a;r: 



w? 

Shoold Honue, i 
llai* MMU </ God I 

Tbe rent ngbt o^ Hoodw^a fac« 
To't Ain bet hune had sent kim 
W? frigbt th>t dkj. 

Hear how he clean the points o^ bith 

Wi* rattUn' an* wi' thnmpiu'! 
Now meekly calm, now wOd in wntli, 

Ile'a Btunpin' an' be't jumpin'I 
Hia lengtheo'd chin, his tnnted-np anout, 

nil eldritch sqiieel an' geatnres, 
O hnw they Gre the heart devoat, 

Like cantharidiaa plaat«n, 
On sic a day! 

Bat, hark I tbe tent baa cban^d its Toiee; 

Thnrc/a peace an' reet uae langer : 
For a' the real judges riae, 

Thay oanna ait for anger. 
Hmith opena out his canld baranKnee 

On practicn and on morals ; 
An' aft tha (C^dly pour in thranga, 

To sir thu jan an' barrels 
A lift that day. 



Whiil ilicninf 

(ir mora 
111* KllKll' 



jiow 



barroii shine 
an' reason ? 

gesture fine, 



Mka HiiiiraUHi iir AnUiniDe, 
llr Miiiin iiuld pagan Heathen, 

Thii iiiitial iriHii )iu dciea define, 
llill' iK/or a wort] o' faith in 

Tliat'ii right that day. 

In Kulil lliii iinw nn antidote 

Agaliiil' all' puliunM noatmra; 

riir I'lM'tiU, tras Iba irater-fit, 
Aii'aiidi iJie linly roitnim; 
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See, op he's got the word o' God 

An' meek an' mim has vieVd it, 
While Common Sense has ta'en the road. 

An' aff, an' up the Cowgate 

Fast, fast, that day. 

The Ordination is another ecclesiastical satire remark- 
able for its wit and hnmour. The following lines are 
pregnant with meaning: — 

There, try his mettle on the creed, 
And bind him down wi' caution. 

That Stipend is a carnal weed 
He takes but for the fashion. 

Holy Willie's Prayer, which is excluded from Dr. 
Cnrrie's edition, and Ihe Address to the Uneo Gruid, or the 
Rigidly RigTUeotis^ are wholesome satires on hypocrisy; 
but the former is reprehensible for the extreme indecency 
which it occasionally exhibits. The Twa Dogs, The 
Dream, and the Dedication to Gavin Hamilton, Esq., may 
also be classed among his happier efforts. 

The tale entitled Tarn o' Shanter displays a rich vein of 
hiunorous description, and even high powers of invention. 
"I have seldom in my life," says Lord Woodhouselee in 
a letter to Bums, '^ tasted of higher enjoyments from any 
work of genius than I have received from this composition ; 
and I am much mistaken if this poem alone, had you 
never written another syllable, would not have been 
sufficient to have transmitted your name down to posterity 
with high reputation. In the introductory part where you 
paint the character of your hero, and exhibit him in the 
ale-house ingle, with tippling cronies, you have delineated 
nature with a humour and naiveU that woidd do honour 
to Mathew Prior ; but when you describe the unfortunate 
orgies of the witches' Sabbath and the hellish scenery in 
which they are exhibited, you display a power of imagina- 
tion that Shakespeare himself could not have exceeded." 
One of the most striking passages which the works of 
Bums contain is to be found in this production : — 

The swats sae ream'd in Tammie's noddle. 
Fair play, he car'd na deils a boddle. 
But Maggie stood right sair astonish'd, 
Till, by the heel and hand admonished. 
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She Tentnr'd forward on the light; 

And. wow I Tom saw an nnco sight I 

Warlocks and witches ia a dance ; 

Nae cotillion brent new frae France, 

But hornpipeB, jigs, strathapeys, and reels, 

Fnt life and mottle in their heels. 

A witinock-bunlcer in the east, 

There sat auld Nick, in shape o' beast; 

A towEie tyke, black, grim, and large, 

To gie them music was his charge : 

He screw'd the pipes and gart them skirl, 

Till roof and rafters a' did dirl. 

Coffins stood round like open presses, 

That shaw'd the dead in their last dresses ; 

Each in its cauld hand held a light — 

And by some derlliali rantraip slight 

B; which heroic Tam was able 

To note upon the hal; table 

A murderer's banee in gibbet aims; 

Twa Bpau-tang, wee, unchristen'd baims; 

A thief, Dew-cutt«d frae the rape, 

Wi' his lost gasp his gnb did gape : 

Five tomahawks, wi' blude red msted ; 

Fiffe scymitars, wi' murder crusted ; 

A garter, which a babe had strangled ; 

A knife, a father's throat had maugled, 

Whom his ain son o' life bereft, 

The grey hairs yet stack to the heft. 

The Bongs of Burns which are chiefly of the pastoral 
and rural kind are frequently distinguished by strokes of 
genuine poetry. The versification, indeed, is not always 
sufficiently smooth : hut the arch simplicity, the delicacy, 
pathos, and even sublimity, which are sn often displayed, 
leave the author nearly without a rival in (his department 
of literature. The songs which I here select as specimens 
are written in the military spirit: the first is entitled 
Robert Bruce's Address to Ms Army: — 

Scots, wha hae wi' Wallace bled, 
Scots, wham Bruce lias atten led ; 
Welcome to your gory bed. 
Or to glorious tictorie. 

NoVs the day, and now's the hour ; 
Bee the front (/ battle lower; 
Bee approach proud Edward's power — 
Edwudl chains and slaveriel 



lA. II4TID ISTI3SG. 



Wka win be a tnitor 
Wka cm iD a eowdT 
WkaaelMeM be a 
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Wka for Seodaa^s Kii« and law 
V^eedcMi's Bword wfll nttom^ draw, 
Fregi wia stand, or free-man fo'P 
Oiledoniaa! cm wf me! 



By oppremiao'e woes and paias! 
Bj jour sons in aerrile diains! 
We win drun omr dearest reins. 
But ihej shsD— tJi^y sftofl be free! 

Laj the prood u sur p er s low! 
Tyrsats fall in ererj foe! 
liberty's in erery blow! 
Forward! let us do, or die! 

The fcdlowing song is supposed to be song by the 
wounded and dying of a yictorious army. It was composed 
during ihe laie war with France: — 

Farew^ thou fair day, thou green esrth, and ye skies. 

Now gay with the broad setting sun! 
Farewell, lores and friendships, ye dear, tendo: ties. 

Our race of existence ia run! 



Then grim King of Terrors, then lifers gilomny foe. 

Go, fri^ten ihe coward and slare! 
Go, teach them to tremble, fell Tyrant! but know. 

No terrors hast then for the brarel 

Then staik'st the dull peasant — ^he sinks in the dark. 

Nor saves e'en the wreck of a name : 
Then staik'st the young hero— a glorious mark! 

He falls in the blase of his fame! 

In the field of proud honour— our swords in our hands, 

Our King and our Country to save — 
While yictory shines on life's last ebbing sands, 

O! who would not die with the brave! 

The last of these specimens is sufiBcient to evince that 
Bums could employ the English language with consider- 
able efficacy; but the advice which he received from Dr. 
Moore can hardly be considered as altogether judicious. 
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'' It is evidenV' says Iub ocMrespcadent, " tiiai yoa already 
poeaess a great variety of expreasion and oonunand of the 
English language; yoa ought thereCue to deal more 
sparingly for the future in the proTincial dialect: why 
should you, by using that, limit the number of your 
admirers to those who understand ihe Scottish, when you 
can extend it to ^ persons of taste who can understand 
the English langpoage?" The situation and studies of 
Bums had prepared him for excelling in Scottish poetry ; 
but it is far from being evident that he was qualified to 
contend with the mighty masters of the English lyre. It was 
therefore with sufficient prudence that he chiefly confined 
himself to a department in which he was without a rival. 
His superiority to Bamsay and Fergusson is manifest; 
he possesses in an infinitely higher degree the power of 
captivating the heart, and of arresting the understanding. 



By LORD JEFFREY. 

From "The Edinburgh Review," Jariuary^ 1809. 
A REVIEW OF "RELIQUES OF ROBERT BURNS. 



n 



BuBNS is certainly by far the greatest of our poetical 
prodigies — ^from Stephen Duck down to Thomas Dermody. 
They are forgotten already; or only remembered for 
derision. But the name of Bums, if we are not mistaken, 
has not yet '' gathered all its fame/' and will endure 
long after those .circumstances are forgotten which contri- 
buted to its first notoriety. So much, indeed, are we 
impressed with a sense of his merits, that we cannot help 
thinking it a derogation from them to consider him as a 
prodigy at all, and are convinced that he will never be 
rightly estimated as a poet till that vulgar wonder be 
entirely repressed which was raised on his having been a 
ploughman. It is true, no doubt, that he was bom in a 
humble station, and that much of his early life was 
devoted to severe labour, and to the society of his fellow- 
labourers. But he was not himself either uneducated or 
illiterate, and was placed in a situation more favourable, 
perhaps, to the development of great poetical talents, than 
any other which could have been assigned him./ He was 
taught at a very early age to read and write, and soon 
after acquired a competent knowledge of French, together 
with the elements of Latin and geometry. His taste 
for reading was encouraged by his parents and many of 
his associates; and, before he had ever composed a single 
stanza^ he was not only familiar with many prose writers, 
but far more intimately acquainted with Pope, Shake- 
speare, and Thomson than nine-tenths of the youth that 
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now levre our acbools ftn* the oniTFreitT. Hobp antbore, 
indeed, with aamf old coUnrtioiu of soags, and Uie lives 
of Haanibal and Sir WiUiam Wallace, were hia liabitnal 
«tadj from the fint days of hia childhood, and, oo-operatiDg 
with the folitade of his rural occapationit, were sufficient 
to rouee hia ardent and ambitious mind t? the love and 
the practice of poetrjr. He had aboat as much scholanhip, 
ID short, we imagine, as ShakespeAre: and far better 
models to form his ear to harmony, and train his fancy to 
graceful invention. 

We ventured, on a fonner occasion, to say soroetJung 
of the effects of regular education, and of the p^eneral 
(lifTmioD of literature, in reiwessing the vigour and 
ort^finality of all kinds of mental exertion. That specula- 
tion was perhaps carried somewhat too far; but if the 
paradox liave proof an^'whe^e, it is in its application to 
poutiy. AmoDg well-educated people, the standard writers 
of this dewcnption are at once so venerated and so fiuniliar, 
that it is thought e^uallj' impossible to rival them, as to 
write vomes without attempting it. If there be one degree 
of fame wliicli excites emulation, there is another which 
Ifiuls to despair: nor can we conceive any one less likely 
to be added to the short list of original poets, than a young 
man of fine fancy and delicate taste, who has acquired 
a higli reliih for poetry by perusing the most celebrated 
writers and conversing with the most intelligent judges. 
Tha hnad of Auch a person is filled, of course, with all the 
■plandi<l passages of ancient and modem authors, and with 
the flue and fastidious remarks which have been made even 
on those pasNoges. When he hims his ej'es, therefore, 
on his own e^inceptions or designs, they can scarcely fail 
ti) Appear rude and contemptible. He is perpetually 
hauiittxl and depressed by the ideal presence of those great 
iriastiTB, and their exacting critics. He is aware to what 
comparisons hin productions will be subjected among his 
own friends and associates, and recollects the derision 
with which BO many rash adventurers have been chaaed 
hack to their obscurity. Thus, the merit of his great 
prodeottssors chills, instead of encouraging, his ardonr; 
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and ihe illiutrioas naxaes which have already reached to 
the summit of excellence act like the tall and spreading 
trees of the fcn^st, which overshadow and strangle the 
saplings which may have struck root in the soil below — 
and afford efficient shelter to nothing but creepers and 
parasites. 

There is, no doubt, in some few individuals, 'Hhat 
strong divinity of soul" — ^that decided and irresistible 
vocation to glory, which, in spite of all these obstructions, 
calls out, perhaps once or twice in a century, a bold and 
original poet from the herd of scholars and academical 
literati. But the natural tendency of their studies, and 
by far their most common effect, is to repress originality, 
and discourage enterprise, and either to change those w 
whom nature meant for poets into mere readers of poetry, 
or to bring them out in the form of witty parodists or 
ingenious imitators. Independent of the reasons which 
have been already suggested, it will perhaps be found, too, 
that necessity is the mother of invention in this as well 
as in the more vulgar arts; or, at least, that inventive 
genius will frequently slumber in inaction, where the 
preceding ingenuity has, in part, supplied the wants of the 
owner. A solitary and unrestricted man, with lively 
feelings and an inflammable imagination, will often be 
irresistibly led to exercise those gifts, and to occupy and 
relieve his mind in poetical composition ; but if his educa- 
tion, his reading, and his society supply him with an 
abundant store of images and emotions, he will probably X^ 
think but littla of those internal resources, and feed his 
mind contentedly with what has been provided by the 
industry of others. 

To say nothing, therefore, of the distractions and the 
dissipation of mind that belong to the commerce of the 
world, nor of the cares of minute accuracy and high 
finiftTiing which are imposed on the professed scholar, there 
seem to be deeper reasons for the separation of originality 
and accomplishment; and for the partiality which has 
led poetry to choose almost all her prime favourites among 
the recluse and uninstructed. A youth of quick parts. 
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in short, and creative fancy — with just so much reading 
aa to guide his ambiticm, and rougli-hew his notions of 
excellence — if hia lot be thrown in humble retirement, 
where he has no reputation to lose, and where he can 
easily hope to escel all that he sees around him, is much 
more likely, we thiuk^ to give himself up to poetry, and 
to train himself to habits of invention, thau if he had 
been encumbered by the pretended helps of extended study 
and literary society. 

If these observations should fail to strihe of themselves, 
they may perhaps derive additional weight from consider- 
ing the very remarkable fact, that almost all the preat poets 
of every country have appeared in an early stage of their 
history, and in a period comparatively rude and unlettered. 
Homer went forth, like the morning star, before the dawn 
of literature in Greece, and almost all the great and 
sublime poets of modem Europe are already between two 
and three hundred years old. Since that time, although 
books and readers and opportunities of reading are multi- 
plied a thousandfold, we have improved chiefly in point 
and terseness of expression, in the art of raillery, and in 
clearness and simplicity of thought. Force, richness, and 
variety of invention are now, at least, as rare as ever. But 
the literature and refinement of the age does not exist at 
all for a rustic and illiterate' individual ; and, consequently, 
the present time is to him what the rude times of old were 
to the vigorous writers which adorned them. 

But though, for these and for other rea^ions, we can see 
no propriety in regarding the poetry of Burns chiefly as 
the wonderful work of a peasant, and thus admiring it 
much in the same way as if it had been written with his 
toes ; yet there are peculiarities in his works which remind 
us of the lowness of his origin, and faults for which the 
defects of his education afford an obvious cause, if not a 
legitimate apology. In forming a correct estimate of 
these works, it is necessary to take into account those 
peculiarities. 

The first is, the undisciplined harshness and acrimony of 
hifl invective. The great boast of polished life is the 
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delicacy, and even the generosity of its hostility — ^that 
quality which is still the characteristic, as it furnishes 
the denomination, of a gentleman — ^that principle which 
forbids us to attack the defenceless, to strike the fallen, 
or to mangle the slain — and enjoins us, in forging the 
shafts of satire, to increase the polish exactly as we add 
to their keenness or their weight. For this, as well as for 
other things, we are indebted to chivalry; and of this 
Bums had none. His ingenious and amiable biographer 
has spoken repeatedly in praise of his talents for satire — 
we think, with a most unhappy partiality. His epigrams 
I and lampoons appear to us, one and all, unworthy of him 
^-offensive from their extreme coarseness and violence, 
and contemptible from their want of wit or brilliancy. 
They seem to have been written not out of playful malice 
or virtuous indignation, but out of fierce and ungovernable 
anger. His whole raillery consists in railing; and his 
satirical vein displays itself chiefly in calling names and 
in swearing. We say this mainly with a reference to 
his personalities. In many of his more general repre- 
sentations of lile and manners, there is no doubt much 
that may be called satirical, mixed up with admirable 
humour, and description of inimitable vivacity. 

There is a similar want of polish, or at least of respect- 
fulness, in the general tone of his gallantry. He hals 
written with more passion, perhaps, and more variety of 
natural feeling on the subject of love, than any other 
poet whatever — ^but with a fervour that is sometimes 
indelicate, and seldom accommodated to the timidity and 
** sweet austere composure " of women of refinement. He 
has expressed admirably the feelings of an enamoured 
peasant, who, however refined or eloquent he may be, 
always approaches his mistress on a footing of equality; 
but has never caught that tone of chivalrous gallantry 
which uniformly abases itseU in the presence of the object 
of its devotion. Accordingly, instead of suing for a smile 
or melting in a! tear, his muse deals in nothing but locked 
embraces and midnight rencontres; and, even in his 
complimentary effusions to ladies of the highest rank, is 
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for straining them to the bosom of her impetuous votary. 
It is easy, accordinglr, to sep from his coirefipondence, 
that many of his female patronesses shrank from the 
vehement farailiarity of his admiration; and there are 
even some trait« in the Tolumea before us from which 
we can ^ther that he resented the shyneaa and estrange- 
ment to which those feelings gave rise, with at least as 
little chivaln- as he had shown in producing them. 

But the leading- vice in Burns's character, and the 
cardinal deformity, indeed, of all his productions, was his 
contempt-, or affectation of contempt, for prudence, 
decency, and regularity; and his admiration of thought- 
lessness, oddity, and vehement sensibility— — his belief, 
in short, in the dispensing power of genius and social 
feeling in all matters of morality and common sense. 
This is the very slang of the worst German plays, and 
the lowest of our town-made novels; nor can anything 
be more lamentable than that it should have found a 
patron in such a man as Bums, and communicated to 
many of his productions a character of immorality at 
once contemptible and hateful. It is but too true that 
men of the highest genius have frequently been hurried 
by their passions into a violation of prudence and duty; 
and there is something generous, at least, in the apology 
which their admirers may make for them, on the score of 
their keener feelings and habitual want of iTflection. But 
this apology, which is quite unsatisfactory in the mouth 
of another, becomes an insult and an absurdity whenever it 
proceeds from their own. A man may say of his friend 
that he is a noble-hearted fellow — too generous to be just, 
and with ton much spirit to be always prudent and regular. 
But he cannot he allowed to say even this of himself; and 
still less to represent himself as a hare -brained, sentimental 
soul, constantly carried away by fine fancies and visions 
of love and philanthropy, and bom to confound and despise 
the cold-hlooded sons of prudence and sobrictv. This 
apology, indeed, evidently destroys ifeelf, for it shows 
that conduct to be the result of deliberate system, which 
it affects at the same time to justify as the fruit of mere 
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thoughtlessness and casual impulse. Such protestations, 
therefore, will always be treated, as they deserve, not only 
with contempt, but with incredulity ; and their magnani- 
mous authors set down as determined profligates, who 
seek to disguise their selfishness under a name somewhat 
less revolting. That profligacy is almost always selfishness, 
and that the excuse of impetuous feeling can hardly ever be 
justly pleaded for those who neglect the ordinary duties 
of life, must be apparent, we think, even to the least 
reflecting of those sons of fancy and song. It requires 
no habit of deep thinking, or anything more, indeed, 
than the information of an honest heart, to perceive that 
it is cruel and base to spend, in vain superfluities, that 
money which belongs of right to the pale, industrious 
tradesman and his famishing infants ; or that it is a vile 
prostitution of language to talk of that man's generosity 
or goodness of heart who sits raving about friendship and 
philanthropy in a tavern, while his wife's heart is breaking 
at her cheerless fireside and his children pining in solitary 
poverty. 

This pitiful cant of careless feeling and eccentric genius, 
accordingly, has never found much favour in the eyes of V^ 
English sense and morality. The most signal effect which 
it ever produced was on the muddy brains of some German 
youths, who are said to have left college in a body to rob on 
the highway, because Schiller had represented the captain 
of a gang as so very noble a creature. But in this country, 
we believe, a predilection for that honourable, profession 
must have preceded this admiration of the character. The 
style we have been speaking of, accordingly, is now the 
heroics only of the hulks and the house of correction, and 
has no chance, we suppose, of being greatly admired, 
except in the farewell speech of a young gentleman 
preparing for Botany Bay. 

It is humiliating to think how deeply Bums has fallen 
into this debasing error. He is perpetually making ^ 
a parade of his thoughtlessness, inflammability, and 
imprudence, and talking with much complacency and 
exultation of the offence he has occasioned to the sober 
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and correct part of mankind. This odious slang infects 
almost all hia prose and a verj* great proportion of his 
poetrj', and is, we are persuaded, the chief, if not the 
only, source of disgust with which, in spite of his genius, 
we know that he is regarded by many very competent 
and liberal judges. His apology, too, we are willing to 
believe, is to be found in the original lowness of his 
situation and the slightness of his acquaintance with 
the world. With his talents and (wwere of observation, 
he could not Lave seen miuh of the beings who echoed 
this raving, without feeling for them that distrust and 
contempt which would have made him blush to think he 
had ever stretched over them tbe protecting shield of 
his geuius. 

Akin to this most lamentable trait of vulgarity, and 
indeed in some measure arising out of it, is that perpetual 
boast of hia own independence, which is obtruded upon the 
readers of Dums in almost every page of his writings. 
The sentiment itself is noble, and it is often finely 
expressed ; but a gentleman would only have expressed 
it when he was insulted or provoked, and would never 
have made it a spontaneous theme to those friends in 
whose estimation he felt that his honour stood clear. It 
is mixed up, too, in Bums with too fierce a tone of 
defiance, and indicates rather the pride of a sturdy 
peasant than the calm and natural elevation of a generous 
mind. 

The last of the symptoms of rusticity which we think it 
necessary to notice in the works of this extraordinary 
man is that frequent mistake of mere exaggeration and 
violence for force and sublimity, which has defaced bo 
much of his prose composition, and given an air of heavi- 
ness and labour to a good deal of his serious poetry. The 
truth is, that his forte was in humour and in pathos — or 
rather in tenderness of feeling; and that he has very 
seldom succeeded either where mere wit and sprightliness 
or where great energy and weight of sentiment were 
requisite. He had evidently a very false and crude notion 
of what constituted strength of writing; and instead of 
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that simple and brief directness which stamps the character 
of vigonr upon every syllable, has generally had recourse 
to a mere accumulation of hyperbolical expressions, which 
encumber the diction instead of exalting it^ and show the 
determination to be impressive without the power of 
executing it. This error also we are inclined to ascribe 
entirely to the defects of his education. The value of 
simplicity in the expression of passion is a lesson, we 
believe, of nature and of genius; but its importance in 
mere grave and impressive writing is one of the latest 
discoveries of rhetorical experience. 

With the allowances and exceptions we have now stated, 
we think Bums entitled to the rank of a great and original 
genius. He has in all his compositions great force of 
conception, and great spirit and 
sion. He has taken a large range 
Fancy, and naturalised himself in 
He has great humour — great powers of description — great 
pathos — and great discrimination of character. Almost 
everything that he says has spirit and originality; and 
everything that he says well is characterised by a charm- 
ing facility which gives a grace even to occasional 
rudeness, and communicates to the reader a delightful 
sympathy with the spontaneous soaring and conscious 
inspiration of the poet. 

Considering the reception which these works have met 
with from the public, and the long period during which 
the greater part of them have been in their possession, 
it may appear superfluous to say anything as to their 
characteristic or peculiar merit. Though the ultimate 
judgment of the public, however, be always sound, or at 
least decisive as to its general result, it is not always 
very apparent upon what grounds it has proceeded; nor 
in consequence of what, or in spite of what, it has been 
obtained. In Bums's works there is much to censure, as 
well as much to praise ; and as time has not yet separated 
his ore from its dross, it may be worth while to state, 
in a very general way, what we presume to anticipate as 
the Insult of this separation. Without pretending to 
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catn mt aD into t^ cc«apwsUTe merit of particolar 
ftm^ftm, we naj Tcntare to Isj it down as out opinion 
rturt bis po«tiT u far saperior to his proep : that his Scottish 
ootnpontioaa are gmttlj' to br prpfrrtvd to his English 
ooes; tad that his soars vill probabtr ontlive all his 
□thpr prtxlactioos, A very frw rfmarks on each of these 
Kubjec^ will comprehend almost all that we hare to say 
of thf volumiii DOW b^on^ us. 

The proee works of Bums ransirt almost entirely of 
bis letters. They bear, as well as his poetry, the seal and 
the impresH of bi« g^f-niua : bat they contain much more 
bod taste, and are written with far more apparent labour. 
His poctrj- was almost all written primarily from feeling, 
and only serondarily from ambition. His lettt-rs seem to 
have besn ui-arly all composed as exercises, and for display. 
Thrre are few of them written with simplicity or plain- 
aesa: and though natural enoueh as to the eentiment, 
they are geueraliy very strained and elaborate in the 
Bxprcraion. A very great proportion of them, too, relate 
neither to facta nor feelings peculiarly connected with the 
author or his correspondent, hut are made up of genenil 
declamation, moral rctlcctionB, and vague discussious— all 
evidently composed for the sake of effect, and frequently 
introduced witli long complaiuts of having nothiug to say, 
and of thi> necessity and difficulty of letter- writing. 

By far the best of those compositions are such as we 
should consider as exceptions from this general character 
— such as contain some specific information as to himself, 
or are suggested by events or observations directly applic- 
able to his correspondent. One of the best, perhaps, is 
that addressed to Dr. Moore, containing an account of his 
(■tirly life, of which Dr. Currie has made such a judicious 
use in his biography. It is written with great clearness 
and chwacteriatic effect, and contains many touches of 
easy humour and natural eloquence. "We are struck, as 
wc opon the hook accidi^n tally, with the following original 
application of a classical image by this unlettered rustic. 
Talking of the first vague aspirations of his own gigantic 
mind, lie says — we think very finely — "I had felt some 



LOBD JEFFAET. 73 

early stirrings of ambition; but they were the blind 
gropings of Homer's Cyclop round the walls of his cave ! " 
Of his other letters, those addressed to Mrs. Dunlop are, 
in our opinion, by far the best. He appears, from first to 
last, to have stood somewhat in awe of this excellent lady ; 
and to have been no less sensible of her sound judgment 
and strict sense of propriety, than of her steady and 
generous partiality. The following passage we think is 
striking and characteristic : — 

I own myself bo little a Presbyterian, that I approve of set 
times and seasons of more than ordinary acts of devotion, for 
breaking in on that habituated routine of life and thought which 
18 so apt to reduce our existence to a kind of instinct, or even 
sometimes, and with some minds, to a state very little superior to 
mere machinery. 

This day; the first Sunday of May; a breezy, blue-sky ed noon, 
some time about the beginning, and a hoary morning and calm 
sunny day about the end of autumn — these, time out of mind, 
have been with me a kind of holiday. 

I believe I owe this to that glorious paper in the Spectator, 
"The Vision of Mirsa"; a piece that struck my young fancy 
before I was capable of fixing an idea to a word of three syllables. 
''On the 5th day of the moon, which, according to the custom 
of my forefathers, I always keep holy, after having washed myself, 
and offered up my morning devotions, I ascended the high hill 
of Bagdat, in order to pass the rest of the day in meditation and 
prayer." 

We know nothing, or next to nothing, of the substance or 
structure of our souls, so cannot account for those seeming 
caprices in them, that one should be particularly pleased with this 
thing, or struck with that, which, on minds of a different cast, 
makes no extraordinary impression. I have some favourite flowers 
in spring; among which are the mountain daisy, the harebell, 
the foxglove, the wild brier-rose, the budding birch, and the 
hoary hawthorn, that I view and hang over with particular delight. 
I never hear the loud, solitary whistle of the curlew in a summer 
noon, or the wild, mixing cadence of a troop of grey plover in an 
autumnal morning, without feeling an elevation of soul, like the 
enthusiasm of devotion or poetry. Tell me, my dear friend, to 
what can this be owing? Are we a piece of machinery, which, like 
the Eolian harp, passive, takes the impression of the passing 
accident P Or do these workings argue something within us above 
the trodden clod P— Vol. ii., pp. 195-197. 

To this we may add the following passage, as a part, 

indeed, of the same picture: — 

There is scarcely any earthly object gives me more — ^I do not 
know if I should call it pleasure — ^but something which exalts me, 
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Homething which eDraptnreB me — than to walk in the Hhelt«red 
side of a wood, or high plantation, in a cloudy winter day, and 
hear the Btorm)' wind howling among the trees and raving over 
the plain ! It is my best season for devotion : my mind is wrapped 
up in a kind of enthusiasm to Bim, who, in the pompous Ungoage 
of the Hebrew bard, " walks on the wings of the wind." — 
Vol. U., p. 11. 

The following is one of tte best and moBt striking of a 
whole Beries of eloquent hypochondriasm : — 

After six weeks' confinement. I am beginning to walk across 
the room. They hare been six horrible weeks— ODgiUBb and low 
spirits made me nnflt to rood, write, or think. 

I hare a hundred times wished that one conld resign life as an 
officer resigns a commission ; for I would not lakf in any poor, 
ignorant wretch by aelliTig cut. Lately I was a sixpenny private; 
and, God knows, a miserable soldier enough ; now 1 march to the 
campaign, a starving cadet — a little more conspicuously wretched. 

I am ashamed of all this ; for though I do want bravery for 
the warfare of life, I could wish, Uke some other soldiers, to have 
as much fortitude or cunning as to dissemble or conceal ray 
cowardice.— Vol, ii., pp. 127, 128. 

One of the most Bttikinfi; letters in the collection, and, 
to us, one of the most interesting, is the earliest of the 
whole series, being addressed to his father in 1781, six 
or seven years before his name had been heard of out of 
his own family. The author was then a common, flax- 
dresser, and his father a poor peasant; yet there is not 
one trait of vulgarity either in the thought or expres- 
sion, but, on the contrary, a dignity and elevation of 
sentiment, which must have been considered as of good 
omen in a youth of much higher condition. The letter 
is as follows: — 

Honoured Sir,^I have purposely delayed writing, in the hope 
that I should hare the pleasure of seeing you on New Year's Day ; 
but work comes so bard upon us, that I do not choose to he 
absent on that account, as well as for some other little reasons, 
which I shall t«ll you at meeting. My health is nearly tJie same as 
when you were here, only my sleep is a little sounder, and, on the 
whole, I am rather better than otherwise, though I mend by very 
slow degrees. The weakness of my nerves has so debilitated my 
mind, that I dare neither review past wants, nor look forward into 
futnrity; for tJie least anxiety or perturbation in my breast 
produces most unhappy effects on my whole frame. Bometimea, 
indeed, when for on hour or two my spirits btb a little lightened. 
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I glimmer a litUe into futurity; bat my principal, and indeed my 
only pleasurable employment, is looking backwards and forwards, 
in a moral and religions way. I am quite transported at the 
thought that ere long, perhaps very soon, I shall bid an eternal 
adieu to all the pains, and uneasinesses, and disquietudes of this 
weary life; for I assure you I am heartily tired of it; and, if I 
do not very mudi deceive myself, I could contentedly and gladly 
resign it. 

The soul, uneasy, and confin'd at home 

Bests and expatiates in a life to come. 

It is for this reason I am more pleased with the 15th, 16th, and 
17th Yerses of the 7th chapter of the Revelation, than with any 
ten times as many verses in the whole Bible, and would not 
exchange the noble enthusiasm with which they inspire me for all 
that this world has to offer. As for this world, I despair of ever 
making a figure in it. I am not formed for the bustle of the 
bu4y, nor the flutter of the gay. I shall never again be capable 
of entering into such scenes. Indeed, I am altogether unconcerned 
for the thoughts of this life. I foresee that poverty and obscurity ^, 
probably await me; and I am in some measure prepared, and daily 1%. 
preparing, to meet them. I have but just time and paper to 
return to you my grateful thanks for the lessons of virtue and 
piety you have given me; which were too much neglected at the 
time of giving them, but which, I hope, have been remembered 
ere it is yet too late. — ^Vol. i., pp. 99-101. 

Before proceeding to take any particular notice of his 
poetical compositions, we must take leave to apprise our 
Southern readers that all his best pieces are written in 
Scotch, and that it is impossible for them to form any 
adequate judgment of their merits, without a pretty long 
residence among those who still use that language. To 
be able to translate the words is but a small part of the 
knowledge that is necessary. The whole genius and idiom 
of the language must be familiar, and the characters, and 
habits, and associations of those who speak it. We beg 
leave, too, in passing, to observe that the Scotch is not to 
be considered as a provincial dialect — the vehicle only of 
rustic vulgarity and rude local humour. It is the language 
of a whole country — long an independent kingdom, and 
still separate in laws, character, and manners. It is by 
no means peculiar to the vulgar, but is the common 
speech of the whole nation in early life, and, with many 
of its most exalted and accomplished individuals, through- 
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out Uieir whole existencp; and, though it he true that 
in later times it has been, in some mL>asure, laid aside by 
the Diore ambitious and aspiring of the present generation, 
it is still recollected, even by them, as the fajniliar 
lan^age of their childhood, and of those who were the 
earliest objects of their love and veneration. It is con- 
nected, in their imagination, not only with that olden 
time which is uniformly conceived as more pure, lofty, 
and simple than the present, but also with all the soft 
and bright colours of remembered childhood and domestic 
affection. All its phraaes conjure up images of school-day 
innocence, and sports, and friendships which have no 
pattern in succeeding years. Add to all this that it ia 
the language of a great body of poetiy, vrith which almost 
all Scotchmen are familiar, and, in particular, of a great 
multitude of songs, written with more tendemesa, nature, 
and feeling than any other lyric compositions that are 
extant — and we may perhaps be allowed to say that the 
Scotch is, in reality, a highly poetical language; and that 
it is an ignorant aa well as an illiberal prejudice which 
would seek to confound it with the barbarous dialects of 
Yorkshire or Devon. In composing his Scottish poems, 
therefore. Bums did not merely make an instinctive and 
necesaary use of the only dialect he could employ. The 
last letter which we have quoted proves that before he 
had penned a single couplet he could write in the dialect 
of England with far greater purity and propriety than 
nine-tenths of those who are called well educated in that 
country. He wrote in Scotch, because the writings which 
he mnst aspired to imitate were composed in that 
language; and it is evident, from the variations preserved 
by Dr. CuiTie, that he took much greater pains with the 
beauty and purity of his expressions in Scotch than in 
English, and every one who understands both must admit 
with infinitely better success. 

But though we have ventured to say thus much in 
praise of the Scottish poetry of Bums, we cannot presume 
to lay many specimens of it before our readers ; and in 
the few extracts we may be tempted to make from the 
volumes before us ahall be guided more by a desire to 
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exhibit what may be intelligible to all our readers than 
by a feeling of what is in itself of the highest excellence. 

We have said that Bums is almost equally distinguished 
for bis tenderness and his humour : we might have added 
for a faculty of combining them both in the same subject, 
not altogether without parallel in the older poets and 
ballad-makers, but altogether singular, we think, among 
modem writers. The passages of pure humour are entirely 
Scottish — and untranslatable. They consist in the most 
picturesque representations of life and manners, enliv^ied 
and even exalted by traits of exquisite sagacity and 
unexpected reflection. His tenderness is of two sorts — s 
that which is combined with circumstances and characters V 
of humble and sometimes ludicrous simplicity, and that ^ 
which is produced by gloomy and distressful impressions 
acting on a mind of keen sensibility. The passages which 
belong to the former description are, we think, the most 
exquisite and original, and, in our estimation, indicate 
the greatest and most amiable turn of genius; both as 
being accompanied by fine and feeling pictures of humble 
life, and as requiring that delicacy, as well as justness of 
conception, by which alone the fastidiousness of an 
ordinary reader can be reconciled to such representations. 
The exquisite description of The Cotter^ s Saturday Night 
affords, perhaps, the finest example of this sort of pathetic. 
Its whole beauty cannot, indeed, be discerned but by those 
whom experience has enabled to judge of the admirable 
fidelity and completeness of the picture. But, independent 
altogether of national peculiarities, and even in spite of 
the obscurity of the language, we think it impossible to 
peruse the following stanzas without feeling the force of 
tenderness and truth: — 

November chill blawB loud wi' angry sough ; 

The short'ning winter-day is near a close; 
The miry beasts retreating frae the plengh; 

The blackening trains o' craws to their repose: 
The toil-worn Cotter frae his labour goes, 

This night his weekly moil is at an end, 
Oollects his spades, his mattocks, and his hoes, 

Hoping the mom in ease and rest to spend, 
And weary, o'er the moor, his course does hameward bend. 
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Their eldat hop«, their Jetta^, WMBsa growB. 

In yaathM blMUS, lore tpatifag in ber e'e, 
Cram hmtne. perii^n, to abew m brmv new govs. 

Or deponite fa«r mut-wod peiui; f««, 
To halp her parents deftr, if th^ in hwdik^ b*. 

But bmrkl a rmp comes Kentlf to tlie door; 

Jrnny. >bs kem the meaning o' tlie sune, 
TvlU how K ncebor lad came o'er tbe moor. 

To do nom* errand*, Bad conroj ber home. 
Tho wily mother teee the consdoas flame 

Hparkin In Jnin^i tfe, and flmfa her chedc; 
With luiBrt-atniok anxioiu care, inqnirea bis name, 

Whilo Ji-nny lutfflitu ia afnid to speak ; 
Wonl |iIi<im(m|, Ihn mother hears ita nae wild, worthleM r«ke. 

Wi' kindly woboini' Jenny briogB him ben: 

A ilmpiiiii' youth; he tftk's the mother's eye; 
niytha Jfitny i>aM tbn mit's no ill ta'eo; 

ThH fathur trraekH uf lioraea, plenghs, and kye, 
Tlie yoiinuatar'a wrtleHii heart o'erflovs wi' joy. 

Ilul. hUtti and laithfu', scarce can wool behave, 
Tlui niothar, wi' a woman's wiles, can spy 

What, iiiaktw the youtb sae bashfu' an' sae grare; 
WtHil ijImm'<1 to think hor bairn's respected like the lave. 

Tho iihsurfu' supper domv wi' serione face, 

They, rnund ibo initle, farm a circle wide ; 
Th* aim lunii u'tir. wl' pntriurcha] grace. 

Th» hid lia'-llihli; ani'o his fntfaer's prid«: 
HI* iHiliiixt ruf'runil; ia laid aside, 

lila lyart lialfota woarina thin an' bare ; 
T)iiM« alraina that once did sweet in Zion glide, 

lln wnlM a portion with judiciona care : 
And " M iM u<fir*hip UnnI " he says, with solemn air. 
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They chatmt their artless notes in simple gnise; 
They time their hearts, hy far the noblest aim, &o. 

Then homeward all take off their sev'ral way; 

The yoimgiing cottagers retire to rest: 
The parent pair their secret homage pay, 

And proffer np to Heaven the warm request 
That He who stills the raven's clam'rons nest, 

And decks the lily fair in flow'ry pride, 
Wonld, in the way His wisdom sees the best, 

For them and for their little ones provide; 
But chiefly, in their hearts, with grace divine preside. 

Vol. iii., pp. 174-181. 

The charm of the fine lines written on turning up a 
mouse's nest with a plough will also be found to consist 
in the simple tenderness of the delineation. 

Thy wee bit hougie, too, in mini 
Its silly wa's the win's are strewinM 
An' naething, now, to big a new ane, 

(y foggage green! 
An' bleak December's winds ensnin', 

Baith snell and keen! 

Thou saw the fields laid bare an' waste. 
An' weary winter comin' fast. 
An' cozie here beneath the blast. 

Thou thought to dwell, 
Till crash! the cmel couUer past 
' Out thro' thy cell. 

That wee bit heap o' leaves an' stibble, 
Has cost thee mony a weary nibble! 
Now thon's turned ont, for a' thy trouble, 

But house or hald, 
To thole the winter's sleety dribble. 

And cranreuch cauldl 

Vol. iii., p. 147. 

The verses To a Mountain Daisy, though more elegant 
and picturesque, seem to derive their chief beauty from the 
same tone of sentiment. 

Wee, modest, crimson-tipped flow'r, 
Thou's met me in an evil hour; 
For I maun crush amang the stoure 

Thy slender stem; 
To spare thee now is past my pow'r, 
Thou bonnie gemt 
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Al«al it's no thy neebor sweet, 
The honnic Imt};. companion meeitl 
Bending thee 'mnnfc the dewy weetl 

WP spreckl'd l)re««t. 
When Dpwajd-epringing, bljthe to greet 

The purpling eaat. 

Onnld blew the bitter-biting north 
Upon thy early, humble birth : 
Yet cheorfully thou glinted forth 

Amid the etonn, 
Scarce rear'd above the parent earth, 

Thy tender form. 

There, in thy scanty mantle clad. 
Thy snawie bosom sun- ward aprend, 
Thou lifts thy unassuming bead 

In hamble guise; 
But now the ihare uptears thy bed, 

And low thou lieal 

Vol. iii., pp. SOI, 202. 



There are many touches of the same kind in moat of 
the popular and beautiful poems in this colleotion, 
especially in the Winter Night, T/ie AdJras to hit old 
Mare, The Address to the De\-il, &c. — -in all which, though 
the greater part of the piece be merely ludicrous and 
picturesque, Ihert' are traits of a delicate and tender 
feeling, iudicaling that unaffected snfiness of heart which 
is always so enchanting. In the humorous address to 
the devil, which we have just mentioned, every Scottish 
reader must have felt the effect nf this relenting nature 
in the following stanzas: — 

Long syne in Edfn's bonie yeord, 
When youtlifu' lovers first were pair'd. 
An' all the soul of love they xhar'd, 

The raptuyd hour, 
Sweet on the fragrant, flowery swaird. 

Id shady bower : 

Then yon, ye anld, snir-drawing dogi 
Ye CAme to Paradise incog., 
An' gied the isfnnt warld a nhog, 
'Maiat ruin'd a'. 
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But, fan yoa weel, wM Nukie4>en! 
O wsd je tde a tlioi«^ ai^ mcB*! 
Te aiUms mig^ht — ^I dmoa ken — 

8tm hae a «eafa^ 
rm wme to tliiiik upt/ yon den, 

Sr'n for jour nke! 

YoL m., pp. 74-76. 

The finest examples, however, of this simple and unpre- 
tending tenderness is to be found in those songs which are 
likely to transmit the name of Bums to all fntore genera- 
tions. He found this delightful trait in ihe old Scottish 
ballads which he took for his model, and upon which he 
has improved with a felicity and delicacy of imitation 
altogether unrivalled in ihe history of literature. Some- 
times it is the brief and simple paUios of the genuine old 
ballad; as, 

* But I look to the West iHien I He down to rest, 
That happy my dreams ami my slinnberi may be ; 
For far in the West lives he I lore best. 
The lad that is dear to my haby and me. 

Or, as in this other specimen — 

Drnmoflsie moor, Dmmoesie day! 

A WBeM day it was to me; 
For there I lost my father dear, 

My father dear, and brethren three. 

Their winding sheet the blnidy clay, 

Their graves are growing green to see ; 
And by them lies the dearest lad 

That ever blest a woman's e^e! 
Now wae to thee, thon cmeL lord, 

A blnidy man I trow thon be; 
For mony a heart thon hast made sair, 

That ne'er did wrong to thine or thee. 

VoL ir., p. 337. 

Sometimes it is animated with airy narrative, and adorned 
with images of the utmost elegance and Beauty. As a 
specimen taken at random, we insert the following 

standsa: — 

And aye she wrought her mammie's wark: 

And aye she sang sae merrilie: 
The blyUiest bird npon the bnsh 

Had ne'er a li^^ter heart Uian she. 
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Bnt hawlu will rob the t«Dder yajw 
That bleM the little lintwliiM's tMt; 

And froct will blight the Eur«at flowen, 
And lore irill brc«k the aoimdest raat. 

Toong Robie was the brnwMt bd, 
The Sower ttnd pride of a' the glen ; 

And he h>d owsen, theep, And k;e, 
And wuit«n naigiea nine or ten. 

He g»ed wi' J«anie to the tirste. 

He danc'd wi" Jesnie on the down -. 
And luig ere witless JeAnie wist, 

Her heart wma tint, her peace was stown. 

As in the bosom o" the stre>m 
The moonbetun dwells at dewy c^en ; 

So trembling, pure, was in&nt love 
Within the breast tf bonje Jeant 

Vol. iv., 

Sometimes, again, it is plaintive and mournful— 

same strain of unaffected simplicity. 

O Btaj, sweet warbling woodlart, stay, 
Nor quit for me the trembling spray I 
A bap1«e« lover coarta thy lay, 
Thy soothing fond complaining. 

Again, agfUn that tender part 
That I may cat-rh thy melting art ; 
For snrely that would touch her heart. 
Wha kills me wi' disdaining. 

Bay, was thy little mate nnkind, 
And heard thee as the careless windP 
Oh, norht bnt lovo and sorrow join'd 
8ie note* o' woe could waoken. 

ThoD tolls o' nover-ending care; 
(V ■pnofhlnsa grief, and dark despair; 
For pity* Hulce, sweet bird, nae mairt 
Or my poor heart is broken I 

Vol. iv., pp. 226, 227. 

Wtf add till' followinff from Mr. Cromek's new volume, 
as the oriffinnl form of the very popular song given at 
p. Ji26 of I)r, Currie'n fourth volume: — 
Yn fliiwnry bonks o' bonte Doon, 

Hi)W nan yo blame sae fair ; 
How luui yf> ohant, ;b little birds, 
And I ano fn' o' care! 
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nat diB0i bside 47 
Me I Mt, aad ne I 
Afld wkt Bao'sT 



Aft bae I ror'd bj Wme Boaa, 
To tee tlie woodbne tviae. 

Afld ilkm bird nag €^ its lore. 
Afld ne did I <^ 



Wf figMaoBe hnrt I p^d a 

Fnie aff iU tboray tree. 
And mj faoae hirer rtaw tke 

But left the tbora wf me. 

YoL T., pp. 17, 18. 

Sometimes tlie rich imagery of Ae poet'i baer orer- 
flhadows and almost overoomca ihe leading sniiimeal 



The merry ploqgjiboj cheen bk 
W? joy the tentie ■FritonB sUlka, 

But life to me^a a weary 
A dream oi ane tbat 



The wanton coot the 

Amang the reeds the dncklin gi cry. 
The stately swan majestic swims. 

And erery thing is blest hot L 

The sheep-herd stedcs his fanldiwg slap. 
And Gwre the moorlaads whistles AriD; 

W? wild, unequal, waad'ring step 
I meet him on the dewy bilL 

And when the fauis, 'tween tight aad dark, 
Blythe wankens by the daisy's side. 

And monnta and snigs on littering win^i, 
A woe-worn gh^ist I hameward glide. 

VoL iii., pp. 284, 2M. 

The sensibility which is thns associated with simple 
imagery and gentle melancholy is to os the most winning 
and attractive. But Boms has also expressed it when it 
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it naenlj the tsBtrameot of tortore — of keeo remorse, 
and tender and aponiamg rv^nt. '^\^n are some strong 
traits of the former feeing in tlte ponns entitlHl the 
LamaU, Detpandeney, &r, ; when, looking back to the times 
Vbaa lovVa l oxari ow pnlae beat kjgji, 

he bewaiU the conAeqoences of his oim iire^rolarities. 
There is sometiiing cnmbrons and inflated, howpver, in 
the dirtton of thnae pieces. We air infinitelr more moved 
with his Elegy upon Highlarui Mary. Of this first love 
of the poet we are indebted to Mr. Cromek for a brief 
but verj- striking account from the pen of the poet himself. 
In a note on an early song inscribed to this mistress, he 
had recorded in a manuscript book — 

Uj Highland Ussie was > Tarni'heiuted, chttrmhig fonng 
CTMtnre ae ever blraaed a man with geDeroas lore. Attei a prettj 
loDK tract of the most ardent reciprocal Bttachment, we met, by 
■ppointmont, on the second Snnday of Ua.v, in a sequestAred 
■pot by the Bonka of Ayr. where we spent the da; in taking a 
faro well before she should embark for the West Highlands, to 
arranKA matters among her friends for ooj projected change of 
llfn. At the riose of autnmn foUowing, she crossed the sea to 
ine«t me at Oreenotik : where she had scarce landed when she 
wiu) aMied with a malignant fever, which hurried my dear e^l 
to thfl grave in a few days!— before I conld even hear of her 
]lln«s«,-Vo1, v., pp. 237, 238. 

Mr. Cromek has added, in a note, the following interest- 
ing parlirulars, though without specifying the authority 
upon which he details them: — 

This ndiou waa performed with all diose simple and striking 
nornmnniali which rustic sentiment has devised to prolong tender 
omotions and to inspire awe. The lovers stood on each aide of a 
small purling Iirook; they laved their bands in its limpid stream, 
■ml holding a Bibln between them, prononnced their vows to be 
faithful to each other. They ported— never to meet again! 

This nnnivorsary of Mary Campbell's death (for that was her name) 
iiwahHiilriK In the Boniitivo mind of Bums the most lively emotioa, 
tiu tatlrail from hi* family, then residing on the farm of EUisIand, 
anil wandered, solitary, on the banka of the Nith. and about the 
tarmyard, in the extremeat agitation of mind, nearly the whole of 
tllH night, Hi* agitation was so great that he threw himself on the 
■Ida lit a corn ataok, and there conceived bia anblime and tender 
•l«|y— Ills addrMi To Mary in Hcown.- Vol. v., p. 238. 
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The poem itself is as follows: — 

Thou lingering star, with lees'ning ray, 

That lov^st to greet the early mom, 
Again thou nsher'st in the day 

My Mary from my soul was tomi 

O Mary! dear departed shaded 

Where is thy place of blissful restP 
See'st thou thy lover lowly laidP 

Hear'st thou the groans that rend this breast P 

That sacred honr can I forget, 

Can I forget the hallowed grove, 
Where by the winding Ayr we met, 

To live one day of parting love! 

Eternity will not efface 

Those records dear of transports past; 
Thy image at onr last embrace; 

Ah! little thought we 'twas our last! 

Ayr gurgling kise^d his pebbled shore, 
(Verhung with wild woods, thickening, green. 

The fragrant birch, and hawthorn hoar, 
Twin'd amorous round the raptured scene. 

The flowers sprang wanton to be prest, 

The birds sang love on every spray, 
Till too, too soon, the glowing west 

Proclaim'd the speed of wing^ day! 

Still o'er these scenes my memory wakes, 

And fondly broods with miser care; 
Time but the impression stronger makes, 

As streams their channels deeper wear. 

My Mary, dear departed shade! 

Where is thy place of blissful restP 
See'st thou thy lover lowly laidP 

Hear'st thou the groans that rend his breast P 

Vol. i., pp. 126, 126. 

Of his pieces of humour, the tale of Tarn o' Shanter is 
probably the best: though there are traits of infinite 
merit in Scotch Drink, The Holy Fair, The Halloween, 
and several of the songs, in all of which it is very remark- 
able that he rises occasionally into a strain of beautiful 
description or lofty sentiment, far above the pitch of his 
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original conception. The poems of observation, on life 
and characters are the Twa Dogi and the various Epistles 
— all of which show verj' extraordinary sagacity and 
powers of expression. Thi'V are written, however, in so 
broad a dialect that wp dare not venture to quote any 
part of them. The only pieces that can be classed under 
the head of pure fiction are the Two Hriilges of Ayr and 
Tilt Vition. In the last there are some vigorous and 
striking lines. We select the passage in which the Muse 
describes the early propensities of her favourite rather 
as being more generally intelligible than as superior to the 
rest of the poem. 

I saw thee seek the soojiding shore, 
Delighted with the dsEhJng roar; 
Or when the North his fleecy st«re 

Drove throogh the sk;, 
I saw grim Nature's visage hosr 

Struck thy young eye. 

Or when the deep-green tuantl'd earth 
Warm cheriab'd ev'ry flow'rafs birth, 
And joy and music pouring forth 

In ev'ry grove, 
I saw thee eye the gen'rsl mirth 

With bound) BBH love. 

When ripen 'd fields, and axuro skies, 
CalI'd forth the reapers' rustling noise, 
I saw thee leave their ev'ning joys. 

And lonely stalk, 
To vent thy bosom's swelling rise 

In pensive walk. 

When youthful love, warm, Wuahing, strong, 
Keen-shivering shot thy nerves along, 
Those accents grateful to thy tongue, 

Th' adored Name, 
I taught thee how to pour in song, 

To sooth thy flame. 

I saw thy palse's maddening play. 
Wild send thee Pleasure's devious way, 
Misled by Fancy's meteor-ray, 

By Pasiioa driven; 
But yet the light that led astray 

Was light from heaven! 

Vol. iii., pp. los 
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HeHi« wf iofjihe 
He weeping waiTd bk 

But wlmt he nid, it wie 
I winns TeBtn^t in mj 



Some verses written for a Hermitage toand 
best parts of Grongar Hill. The reado* mmj take 
few lines as a specimen — 

As thy day grows wann and hig^ 
Idfe^ft moidian S^min g ni gfr^ 
Dost thou ftpnm the hamUe vale? 

prand rammitB wonldftt thon ocale? 



the 



88 CAKLY CRITICAI, REVIEWS OS BUBKS. 

DonserB. eiiele>-pitiioii'd. bold. 

Scsr around encb cliS; bold. 

While cheerful peace, irttb litioet song, 

Chants the lonty delta among. 

Vol. iii. 

There is a little copy of Verses upon a Newspaper at 
p. 355 of Dr. Currip's fourth volume, written in the same 
condeuBed style, and only wanting translation into English 
to be worthy of Swift. 

The finest piece of the strong and nervous sort, however, 
is undoubtedly the addreaa of Robert Bruce to his army 
at Bannockbum, beginning Scots wha luie wi' Wallace 
Bled. The Death Song beginning — 

Farewell, thon fair day, thou green earth and ;e akiei, 

Now gay with the bright setting sun, 

is to us less pleasing. There are specimens, however, of 
such vigour and emphasis scattered through his whole 
works as are sure to make themselves and their author 
remembered; for instance, that noble description of a 
dying soldier — 

Nae cauld, faiut-beartod donbtings teaze him : 
Death comeHt ni' fearless eye he sees him; 
Wi' bluidy hand a welcome gi'es bim ; 

An' when ho fti'a, 

His Ifttest draught o' brenthin' lea'ea him 

In faint huzEasI 

Vol. iii., p. 27. 

The whole song of For a' thai is written with extra- 
ordinary apirit. The first sttuiza ends — 



— All his songs, indeed, abound with traits of this kind. 
We select the following at random: — 

woman, lovely woman, (air! 

An angel form's faun to thy share i 

'Twad been o'er ineikle to've gi'en thee mair, 

1 mean an angel mind. 



We dare not proceed further in specifying the merits 
of pieces which have been so long published. Before 
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conduding upon this subject, however, we must beg leave 

to exprees our dissent from tbe poet's amiable and judicious 

biographer in what he says of the general harshness and 

rudeness of his versification. Dr. Currie, we are afraid, 

was scarcely Scotehman enough to comprehend the whole 

prosody of the verses to which he alluded. Most of the 

Scottii^ pieces are, in fact, much more carefully versified 

than the English ; and we appeal to our southern readers 

whether there be any want of harmony in the following 

stanza: — 

Wild beats my heart to trace your steps, 

Whose ancestors, in days of yore, 
Thro' hostile ranks and roin'd gaps, 

Old Scotia^s bloody lion bore: 
Even I who sing in rustic lore. 

Haply my sires have left their shed, 
And fac'd grim danger's loudest roar. 

Bold-following where your fathers led! 

Vol. iii., p. 233. 

The following is not quite English, but it is intelligible 
to all readers of English, and may satisfy them that the 
Scottish song-writer was not habitually negligent of his 
nxunbers: — 

Their groves o' sweet myrtle let foreign lands reckon, 

Where bright-beaming summers exalt the perfume; 
Far dearer to me yon lone glen o' green breckan, 

Wi' the bum stealing under the lang yellow broom. 
Far dearer to me are yon humble broom bowers, 

Where the bluebell and gowan lurk lowly unseen : 
For there, lightly tripping amang the wild flowers, 

A-listening the linnet, aft wanders my Jean. 

Tho' rich is the breoEe in their gay sunny valleys. 

And caukl, Caledonia's blast on the wave; 
Their sweet-scented woodlands that skirt the proud palace. 

What are theyP The haunt o' the tyrant and slave! 
The slave's spicy forests, and gold-bubbling fountains. 

The brave Caledonian views wi' disdain; 
He wanders as free as the winds of his mountains. 

Save lovers willing fetters, the chains o' his Jean. 

Vol. iv., pp. 228, 229. 

If we have been able to inspire our readers with any 
portion of our own admiration for this extraordinary 
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writer, they will readDy forpive lu for the im^TiIarity 
uf which we h&ve btvn guilty, in iDtrodadng so long an 
arcomit of his whole worka onder colour of the additional 
volame of which we have prefi^ced the title to this article. 
The truth ie, however, that, uiile«a it be taken in comiection 
with his other works, the pri>sent rolome has little interest, 
and could not be made the subject of any int*?llig^ble 
obiiurTatioDB. It is nuule up of some additional letters 
of middling merit; of complete copies of others, of which 
Dr. (Jurrie saw reason to publish only extracts; of a 
number of remarks by Bums on old Scottish songs; and, 
finally, of a few additional poems and songs, certainly 
not diHgraceful to the author, but ecarrely fitted to add to 
luB reputation. The world, however, is indebted, we think, 
lu Ur. (romek's industry for this addition to so popular 
un author; and the friends of the poet, we are sure, are 
iiiilelited to his good taste, moderation, and delicacy, for 
having roiUiniHl it to the pieces which are now printed, 
liui'ns wrote mfiuy rash, many violent, and many indecent 
thiiigH, of which we have no doubt many specimens mast 
liuvt^ fallen into the hands of so diligent a collector. He 
han, however, carefully suppressed everything of this 
description, and shown that tenderness for his author's 
memory, which is the beat proof of the veneration with 
which he regards his talents. We shall now see if there be 
anything in the volume which deserves to Be particularly 
noticod. 

The preface is very amiable, and well written. Mr. 
Cromek s{jfaks with becoming respect and affection of Dr. 
(Jurrie, the learned biographer and first editor of the poet, 
and with great modesty of his own qualifications. 

A» an apology (he Bays) for any defects of my own that may 
appitnr Ju this publication, I beg to observe that I am by profesBion 
an artist, and not an author. In tlie manner of laying them before 
the public, I honestly declare that I have done my best; and I 
truitt 1 may fairly presume to hope that the man who has con- 
tributed to etteod the bounds of literature, by adding another 
genuine rolomo to the writings of Robert Bums, has 8om« claim 
on tho gratitude of his countrymen. On this occasion, I certainly 
foal Bometliing of that sublime and heart-swelling gratiScation 
which hu experiences who casts another stone on the caisn of a 
great and lamented chief. — Preface, pp. xL, xii. 
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Of the letters, which, occupy nearly half the volume, 
we cannot^ on the whole, express any more favourable 
opinion than that which we have already ventured to pro- 
nounce on thei prose compositions of this author in general. 
Indeed they abound, rather more than those formerly 
published, in ravings about sensibility and prudence; in 
common swearing and in professions of love for whisky. 
By far the best are those which are addressed to Miss 
Chalmers, and that chiefly because they seem to be written 
with less effort and, at the same time, with more respect 
for his correspondent. The following was written at a 
most critical period of his life, and the good feelings and 
good sense which it displays only make us regret more 
deeply that they were not attended with greater firmness : 

Shortly after my last return to Ayrshire, I married ''my Jean." 
This was not in consequence of the attachment of romance perhaps ; 
bat I had a long and much lov'd felloW'K^reature's happiness or 
misery in my determination, and I durst not trifle with so important 
a deposite. Nor have I any cause to repent it. If I have not got 
polite tattle, modish manners, and fashionable dress, I am not 
sickened and disgusted .with the multiform curse of boarding-school 
a£Fectation; and I have got the handsomest figure, the sweetest 
temper, the soundest constitution, and the kindest heart in the 
county! Mrs. Bums believes, as firmly as her creed, that I am 
le plus bd esprit, et le pl%ts honnite homme in the universe; although 
she scarcely ever in her life, except the Scriptures of the Old and 
New Testament, and the Psalms of David in metre, spent five 
minutes together on either prose or verse. I must except also 
from this last a certain late publication of Scots Poems, which 
she has perused very devoutly, and all the ballads in the country, 
as she has (0 the partial lover! you will cry) the finest ''wood- 
note wild" I ever heard. I am the more particular in this lady's 
character, as I know she will henceforth have the honour of a 
share in your best wishes. She is still at Mauchline, as I am 
building my house: for this hovel that I shelter in, while occa- 
sionally here, is pervious to every blast that blows, and every 
shower that Mis; and I am only preserved from being chilled to 
death, by being suffocated with smoke. I do not find my farm 
that pennyworth I was taught to expect; but I believe, in time, 
it may be a saving bargain. You will be pleased to hear that I 
have laid aside idle idat, and bind every day after my reapers. 

To save me from that horrid situation of at any time going down, 
in a losing bargain of a farm, to misery, I have taken my Excise 
instructions, and have my commission in my pocket for any 
emergency of fortune! If I could set aU before your view, what- 
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over disrespect yon, in commos witli the world, bare for tbia 
business, I know ;ou would approre of m; idea.— Vol. v., pp. 74, 75. 

We may add ilie following for the sake of r^imectton : — 

I know not, how the word exciseman, or still more opprobrions, 
gaugor. will sound in yonr ears. I, too, have seen the daj when 
mj Ruditory ncrve« would hare felt very delicately on this sabject ; 
but a wife and children are things which have a wonderfnl power 
in blunting theee kind of sensationa. Fifty pounds a fear for life, 
and a prorision for widows and orphans, jon will allow, is no 
bad settlement for a poet. For tba ignominy of the profession, I 
have the eneonragement which I onee heard a recruiting Serjeant 
give to a numerouB, if not a respectable audience, in the streets 
of Kilmarnock — " Gentlemen, for your farther and better encour- 
agement. I can assure you that our regiment is the most bla^^kgnard 
corps under the crown, and consequently with ua an honest fellow 
has the srveBt chance of preferment." — Vol. v., pp. 99, 100. 

It would have been as well if Mr. Cromek had left out 
the history o£ Mr. Hamilton's dissensions with his parish 
minister; Bums's apology to a gentleman with whom he 
had a drunken squabble; and the anecdote of his being 
used to ask for more liquor when visiting in the countiy, 
under the pretest of fortifying himself against the terrors 
of a little wood he had to pase through in going home. The 
most interesting passages, indeed, in this part of the 
volume aie those for which we are indebted to Mr. Cromek 
himself. He informs us, for instance, in a note — 

One of Bums's remarks, when he first came to Edinburgh, was, 
that between the men of malic life and the polite world he 
obserred little difference — that in the former, though unpolbhed 
by fashion and unenlightened by science, he had found much 
obserratton and much intelligence ; but a refined and accomplished 
woman was a being almost new to him, and of which he bad 
formed but a Tery inadequate idea. — Vol. v., pp. 68, 69 

He adds also in another place, that "the poet, when 
questioned about his habits of composition, replied — 'All 
my poetry is the effect of easy composition but of laboriona 
correction.'" It is pleasing to know thosf thiufrs, even 
if they were really as trifling as to a superficial observer 
they may probably appear. There is a very amiable letter 
from Mr. Murdoch, the poet's early preceptor, at p. Ill, 
and a veiy splendid one from Mr. Bloomfield, at p, 135. 
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Ab nothing is more rare among tlie minor poets than a 
candid acbiowledgment of their own inferiority, we think 
Mr. Bloomfield well entitled to have his magnanimity 
recorded. 

The iUnstrioxis soul that has left amongst us the name of Bums 
has often been lowered down to a comparison with me; bat the 
comparison exists more in circnmstances than in essentials. That 
man stood up with the stamp of superior intellect on his brow; 
a visible greatness: and great and patriotic subjects would only 
have called into action the powers of his mind, which lay inactiye 
while he played calmly and exquisitely the pastoral pipe. 

The letters, to which I have alluded in my preface to the Bural 
Tales, were friendly warnings, pointed with immediate reference 
to the fate of that extraordinary man. " Remember Bums " has 
been the watchword of my friends. I do remember Bums; but 
I am not Bums! I have neither his fire to fan, or to quench, 
nor his passions to control! Where then is my merit, if I make 
a peaceful voyage on a smooth sea, and with no mutiny on board P — 
Vol. v., pp. 136, 186. 

The observations on Scottish songs, which fill nearly 
one hundred and fifty pages, are, on the whole, minute and 
trifling, though the exquisite justness of the poet's taste 
and his fine relish of simplicity in this species of composi- 
tion is no less remarkable here than in his correspondence 
with Mr. Thomson. Of all other kinds of poetry he was 
BO indulgent a judge that he may almost be termed an 
indiscriminate admirer. We find, too, from these observa- 
tions, that several songs and pieces of songs which he 
printed as genuine antiques were really of his own com- 
position. 

The commonplace book, from which Dr. Currie had 
formerly selected all that he thought worth publication, 
is next given entire by Mr. Cromek. We were quite as 
well, we think, with the extracts; at all events, there was 
no need for reprinting what had been given by Dr. Currie, 
a remark which is equally applicable to the letters of which 
we had formerly extracts. 

Of the additional poems which form the concluding part 
of the volume we have but little to say. We have little 
doubt of their authenticity, for though the editor has 
omitted, in almost every instance, to specify the source 
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from wliich they were derived, they certainly bear the 
stamp of the author's manner and genius. They are not, 
however, of his purest metal or marked with his finest 
die; several of them Lave appeared in print already, and 
the songs are, aa usual, the be^st- This little lamentation 
of a desolate damsel is tender and pretty — 

Mj father pot me frae hia door, 

My friends they hie diaown'd me a.' ; 

But I hue ane will tak* my part. 
The bonnie lad that's far awa*. 

A pair o' gloves he gave to me. 

And ailken snonda he gave me tws; 

And I will wear thein for his sake, 
The botmie lad that's for awa'. 

The weary wiiit«r sooa will paas. 

And spring will deed the birkenshaw ; 

And tay sweet bable will be horn, 
And he'll come haine that's far awa'. 



We now reluctantly dlsmisB this subject. We scarcely 
hoped, when we bepan our critical labours, that an oppor- 
tunity would ever occur of speaking of Burns a» we wished 
to speak of him, and therefore we feel grateful to Mr. 
Cromek for giving ua this opportunity. As we have no 
meauN nf knowing with precision to what extent his 
writings are known and admired in the southern part of 
the kingdom, we have perhaps fallen into the error of 
quoting passages that are familiar to most of our readers, 
and dealing out praise which evei-y one of them had 
previously awarded. We felt it impos.'<ible, however, to 
resist the tempUition of transcribing a few of the paBsagea 
which struck us the most on turning over the volumes, 
and reckon with confidenee on the gi-atitude of those to 
whom they are new, while we are not without hopes of 
being forgiven by those who have been used to admire 
them. 

We shall conclude with two general remarks — the one 
national, the other critical. The first is. that it is impos- 
sible to read the productions of Bums along with his 
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history witlioxit forming a higher idea of the intelligence, 
taste, and accomplishments of our peasantry than most 
of those in the higher ranks are disposed to entertain. 
Without meaning to deny that he himself was endowed 
with rare and extraordinary gifts of genius and fancy, it 
is evident from the whole details of his history, as well 
as from the letters of his brother and the testimony of 
Mr. Murdoch and others to the character of his father, 
that the whole family and many of their associates, who 
never emerged from the native obscurity of their condition, 
possessed talents, and taste, and iiitelligence, which are 
little suspected to lurk in those humble retreats. His 
epistles to brother poets in the rank of small farmers 
and shopkeepers in the adjoining villages, the existence 
of a book society and debating club among persons of 
that description, and many other incidental traits in his 
sketches of his youthful companions — all contribute to 
show that not only good sense and enlightened morality, 
but literature and talents for speculation are far more 
generally diffused in society than is commonly imagined, 
and that the delights and the benefits of those generous and 
humanising pursuits are by no means confined to those 
whom leisure and affluence have courted to their enjoy- 
ment. That much of this is peculiar to Scotland, and 
may be properly referred to our excellent institutions for 
parochial education, and to the natural sobriety and 
prudence of our nation, may certainly be allowed; but 
we have no doubt that there is a good deal of the same 
principle in England, and that the actual intelligence 
of the lower orders will be found there also very far to 
exceed the ordinary estimates of their superiors. It is 
pleasing to know that the sources of rational enjoyment 
are so widely disseminated, and in a free country it is com- 
fortable to think that so great a proportion of the people 
is able to appreciate the advantages of its condition, and 
fit to be relied on in all emergencies where steadiness and 
intelligence may be required. 

Our other remark is of a more limited application, and 
is addressed chiefly to the followers and patrons of that 
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!■ school of poetrv, a^inst which we have thotipht it 
- duty to neplect no opportunity of testifying. Those 
(iTPiitlcmen arc outrapeoua for aimplicity, and wp beg leave 
to recommend to them the simplicity of Bums, He has 
copied the Bpoken language of paaaion and affection, with 
infinitely more fidelity than they have ever done, on all 
occAsions which properlv admitted of such adaptation ; 
bnt he has not rejected the helps of elevated language and 
habitual associations, nor debased his composition by an 
affectation of babyich interjections and all the puling 
expletives of an old nursery-maid's vocabularj'. They 
may look long enough among his nervoua and manly lines 
before they find any " Good lacks ] " " Dear hearts ! " or 
" As a body may says " in them, or any stuff about ilancing 
daffodils and sister Emmelines. Let them think with 
what infinite contempt the powerful mind of Bums would 
have perused the story of Alice Fell and her duffle cloak, 
of Andrew Jones and the half-crown, or of Little Dan 
without bree<'hea and his thievish grandfather. Let them 
contrast their own fantastical person apes of hysterical 
schoolmaeU'r^t and sententious leech -gatherers with the 
authentic rustics of Burns's Colter's Saturday Night and 
his inimitable songs, and reflect on the different reception 
which those personifications have met with from the public. 
Though they will not be reclaimed from their ptiny affecta- 
tions by the example of their learned predecessors, they 
may perhaps submit to be admonished by a aelf-taught 
and illiterate poet, who drew from Nature far more directly 
than they can do, and produced something so much liker 
the admired copies of the ma3t«rB whom they have abjured. 



By SIR WALTER SOOTT. 

From, "Thb Quabtbblt Rbview," Febrvary, 1809. 
A REVIEW OF "REUQUES OF ROBERT BURNS." 

We opened a book bearing so interesting a title with no 
Utile anxiely. Literary reliqnes vary in species and value 
almost as mncli as those of the Catholic or of the antiquary. 
Some deserve a golden shrine for their intrinsic merit; 
some are valued from the pleasing recollections and 
associations with which they are combined ; some, reflecting 
little honour upon their unfortunate authors, are dragged by 
interested editors from merited obscurity. The character 
of Bums, on which we may perhaps hazard some remark in 
the course of this article, was such as to increase our 
apprehensions. The extravagance of genius with which 
this wonderful man was gifted, being in his later and 
more evil days directed to no fixed or general purpose, 
was, in the morbid state of his health and feelings, apt 
to display itself in hasty sallies of virulent and unmerited 
severity — sallies often regretted by the bard himself; and 
of which justice to the living and to the dead alike 
demanded the suppression. Neither was this anxiety 
lessened when we recollected the pious care with which 
the late excellent Dr. Currie had performed the task of 
editing the works of Bums. His selection was limited, as 
much by respect to the fame of the living as of the dead. 
He dragged from obscurity none of those satirical effusions 
which ought to be as ephemeral as the transient offences 
which called them forth. He excluded everything 
approaching to licence, whether in morals or religion, and 

H 
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thus rendered his collection ouch as, doubtless. Bums hini- 
8elf, in his moments of sober reile^tion, would have most 
highly approved. Yet applauding, as we do most highly 
applaud, the leading principles of Ur. Currie's selection, 
we are aware that they sometimes led him into fastidious 
auil over-delicate rejection of the bard's most spirited and 
happy effusions. A thin octavo published at Glasgow in 
1801, under the title of "'Poems ascribed to Robert Bums, 
the Ayrshire bard," furnishes valuable proofs of this asser- 
tion. It contains, among a good deal of rubbish, some of 
his most brilliant poetry. A cantata in particular, called 
The JoUy Bfggara, for humorous description and nice 
discrimination of character, is inferior to no poem of the 
same length in the whole range of English poetry. The 
scene, indeed, is laid in the very lowest department of 
low life, the actors being a set of strolling vagrants met 
to carouse and barter their rags and plunder for liquor in 
a hedge ale-house. Tet even in describing the morementa 
of such a group, the native taste of the poet hae never 
suffered his pen to slide into anything coarse or disgusting. 
The extravagant glee and outrageous frolic of the beggars 
are ridiculously contrasted with their maimed limbs, rags, 
and crutches — the sordid and squalid circumstances of 
their appearance are judiciously thrown into the shade. 
Nor is the art of the poet less conspicuous in the individual 
figures than in the general mass. The festive vagrants 
are distinguished from each other by personal appearance 
and character, as much as any fortuitous assembly in the 
higher orders of life. The group, it must be observed, is 
of Scottish character, and doubtless our northern brethren 
are more familiar with its varieties than we are; yet the 
distinctions are too well marked to escape even the 
Southron. The most prominent persons are a maimed 
soldier and his female companion, a hackneyed follower 
of the camp, a stroller, late the consort of a Highland 
keiterer or sturdy beggar — " but weary fu' the waefu' 
woodie!" Being now at liberty she becomes an object 
of rivalry between a " pigmy scraper with his fiddle " and 
a strolling tinker. The latter, a desperate bandit, like 
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most of his profession, terrifies the musician out of the 
field, and is preferred by the damsel, of course. A wan- 
dering ballad-singer, with a brace of doxies, is last 
introduced upon the stage. Each of these mendicants 
sings a song in character, and such a collection of humorous 
lyrics, connected by vivid poetical description, is not, 
perhaps, to be paralleled in the English language. As 
the collection and the poems are very little known in 
England, and as it is certainly apposite to the Rdiques 
of Robert Bums, we venture to transcribe the concluding 
ditty, chanted by the ballad-singer at the request of the 
company, whose '' mirth and fun have now grown fast and 
furious," and set them above all sublunary terrors of 
jails, stocks, and whipping posts. It is certainly far 
superior to anything in the Beggars^ Opera, where alone 
we could expect to find its parallel — 

Then ou're again, the jovial thrang 

The poet did request, 
To loose his pack an' wale a sang, 

A ballad o' the best: 

He rising, rejoicing 

Between his twa Deborahs, 
Looks ronnd him, an' fonnd them 

Impatient for the chorus. 

AlB. 

Tune — JoUy mortalSf fiU your glasses. 

I. 

Seel the smoking bowl before ns, 

Mark our jovial ragged ring! 
Round and round take up the chorus, 

And in raptures let us sing. 

Chorus. 
A fig for those by law protected! 

Liberty's a glorious feast! 
Courts for cowards were erected. 

Churches built to please the priest. 

n. 

What is title? what is treasure? 

What is reputation's care? 
If we lead a life of pleasure, 

'TIS no matter how or where! 
A fig, Ac. 
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m. 

With the toady trick and fable, 
Round we wander all the da; ; 

And at night, in bam or Btable, 
Ung our doxies on the bay, 

IV. 
Doei the train-attended caiTi:^c 

Throngh the conntry lighter roveP 
Doea the saber bed of tnarnoge 

Witness brighter scenes of love? 



Life is a] 

We regard not how it goes ; 
Let them cant about docomm 

Who have characters to lose. 
A fig, &c. 

VI. 

Here's to budgets, bags, and wallet«1 

Here's to all the wandering trun I 

Here's our ragged brats anil eaUettl 

One and all cry out. Amen I 

A fig, &o. 

We are at a loss to conceive any good reason why Dr. 
Currie did not introduce this singular and humorous 
cantata into his collection. It is true that in one or two 
passages the muse lias trespassed slightly ui>on decorum, 
where, in the language of the Scottish song — 

High kilted was she 

As she gaed ower the le«. 

Something, however, is to be allowed to the nature- of the 
subject, and something to the education of the poet ; and 
if, from veneration to the names of Swift andlJryden, we 
tjilerate the grossness of the one and the indelicacy of the 
other, the respect due to that of Itums may surely claim 
indulgence for a few light strokes of broad humour. The 
some collection contains Holt/ Willie's Prayer, a piece 
of satire more exquisitely severe than any which Bums 
afterwards wrot^, but, unfortunately, cast in a form too 
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di^ngly profane to be received into Dr. Gurrie's 
collection. 

Knowing that these, and hoping that other compositions 
of similar spirit and terror, might yet be recovered, we were 
induced to think that some of them, at least, had found a 
place in the collection now given to the public by Mr. 
Cromek. But he has neither risked the censure nor laid 
claim to the applause which might have belonged to such 
an undertaking. The contents of the volume before us 
are more properly gleanings than reliques, the refuse and 
sweepings of the shop, rather than the commodities which 
might be deemed contraband. Yet even these scraps and 
remnants contain articles of curiosity and value, tending 
to throw light on the character of one of the most singular 
men by whose appearance our age has been distinguished. 

The first portion of the volume contains nearly two 
hundred pages of letters addressed by Bums to various 
individuals, written in various tones of feeling and modes 
of mind, in some instances exhibiting all the force of the 
writer's talents, in others only valuable because they bear 
his signature. The avidity with which the reader ever 
devours this species of publication has been traced to the 
desire of seeing the mind and opinions of celebrated men 
in their open and undisguised moments, and of perusing 
and appreciating their thoughts, while the gold is yet 
rude ore, ere it is refined and manufactured into polished 
sentences or sounding stanzas. But notwithstanding these 
fair pretences we doubt if this appetite can be referred to 
any more honourable source than the love of anecdote and 
private history. In fact, letters, at least those of a general 
and miscellaneous kind, very rarely contain the real 
opinions of the writer. If an author sits down to the task 
of formally composing a work for the use of the public, 
he has previously considered his subject and made up his 
mind both on the opinions he is to express and on the 
mode of supporting them. But the same man usually 
writes a letter only because the letter must be written, is pro- 
bably never more at a loss than when looking for a subject, 
and treats it when found, rather so as .to gratify his corre- 
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spondent than communicate his own feelings, The letters 
of Durns, although containing pausages ot great eloquence, 
and expressive of the intense fire of his disposition, are 
not eireptions from this genera! rule. They War occasion- 
ally stionp maikn of affectation, with a tinpe of pedantry 
rather foreign from the bard's character and education. 
The followijig paragraphs illustrate both the excellences 
and faults of his epistolary com position. Nothing can be 
more humorously imagined and embodied than the sage 
group of wisdom and prudence in the first, while the 
affectation of the second amounts to absolute rant. 

Do tell tlint to Lady M'KetiEie, tbst she may give me credit 
for » little wisdom. "I, WiBdom, dwell with Prudence." What a 
hietiaed fireside! How happy should I be to pass a winter evening 
undur their venerable roof! and smoke a pipe of tobacco, or drink 
water-gruel with them! What solemn, lengthened, laughter- 
(juashing gravity of pbizt What sage remarks on the good-for- 
nothing Bone and daught«rs of indiscretion and folly! And what 
frngal lessons, as we straitened the fireside circle, on the uses of 
the poker and tongs! 

Miss N. is very well, and begs to be remembered in the old way 
to you. I used all my eloquence, all the persuasive flourishes of 
the hand, and heart-melting modulation of periods in my power, 
to urge her out to Herveiston, but all in vain. My rhetoric seems 
quite to hare lost its effeut on the lovely half of iminkiud. I have 
seen the day — but that is a " tale of other years." In my con- 
Bcienoe 1 believe that my heart lias been so oft on fire that it 
is absolutely vitrified. I look on the sex with something like the 
admiration with which I regard the starry sky in a frosty December 
night. I admire the beauty of the Creat^jr's workmanship; I am 
charmed with the wild but graceful eccentricity of their motiona, 
and — wish them good night. I mean this with respect to a certain 
passion thnt fai fu flinnnrur li'Hri:. un inMtraUc rstlare; as tor 
friendship, you and Charlotte liave given me pleasure, permanent 
pleasure, " which the world cannot give, nor take away " I hope, 
and which will out-last the heavens and the earth. 

In the same false taste. Burns utters such tirades as 



Whether in the way of my trade, I can be of any service to the 
Rev. Doctor,* is, I fear, very doubtful. Ajax's shield consisted, I 
think, of seven bull hides and a plate of brass, which altogether 
set Hector's utmost force ot dcQunce. AlasI 1 am not a Hector, 
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and the worthy Doctor's foes are as securely armed as Ajax was. 
Ignorance, superstition, bigotry, stupidity, malevolence, self- 
conceit, envy — all strongly bound in a massy frame of bnusen 
impudence. Good God, Sir! to such a shield, humour is the peck 
of a sparrow, and satire the pop-gun of a schoolboy. Creation 
disgracing tederaU such as they, God only can mend, and the 
DofII only can punish. In the comprehending way of Caligula, I 
wish they had all but one neck. I feel impotent as a child to the 
ardour of my wishes! O for a withering curse to blast the germins 
of their wicked machinations. O for a poisonous tornado, winged 
from the Torrid Zone of Tartarus, to sweep the spreading crop of 
their villainous contriyances to the lowest hell! 

These passages, however, in which the author seems to 
have got the better of the man, in which the desire of 
shining and blazing and thundering supersedes the natural 
expressions of feeling and passion, are less frequent in the 
letters of Bums than perhaps of any other professed 
writer. Bums was in truth the child of passion and 
feeling. His character was not simply that of a peasant 
exalted into notice by uncommon literary attainments, 
but bore a stamp which must have distinguished him in 
the highest as in the lowest situation in life. To ascertain 
what was his natural temper and disposition, and how 
far it was altered or modified by the circumstances of 
birth, education, and fortune, might be a subject for a 
long essay ; but to mark a few distinctions is all that can 
be here expected from us. 

We have said that Robert Burns was the child of 
impulse and feeling. Of the steady principle which 
cleaves to that which is good, he was, unfortunately, 
divested by the violence of those passions which finally 
wrecked him. It is most affecting to add that while 
swimming, struggling, and finally yielding to the torrent, 
he never lost sight of the beacon which ought to have 
guided him to land, yet never profited by its light. 

We learn his opinion of his own temperament in the 

following emphatic burst of passion: — 

God have mercy on me! a poor d-mned, incautious, duped, 
unfortunate fool! The sport, the misevable victim, of rebellious 
pride, hypochondriac imagination, agonising sensibility, and bedlam 
passions! 

'* Come, stubborn pride and unshrinking resolution, 
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w.'coiiipany me tiiruu^li tliis U> uie miacrable world ! ' Id 
HUcIi language did this puwcrful but untamt^ mind express 
l.he irritatioii of prolougi'd expectation and disappointed 
hope, which slight r^flectiou might have jwiuted out as the 
comiuun faU' of mortality. Burua neither acknowledged 
adversity as the " lamer of the human breast," nor knew 
the gulden curb whieh discretion hangs upon passion. He 
oven appears to have felt a gloomy pleasure in braving 
the encounter of evils which prudence might have avoided, 
and to have thought that there could be no pleasurable 
exi8t<'nce between the extremes of licentious frenzy and of 
ttirpid sensuality. " There are two only creatui-es that 
I would envy — a horse in his wild state traversing the 
t'nreats of Asia, and an oyster on some of the desert shores 
of Europe. The one has not a wish without enjoyment; 
thf other has neither wish nor fear." When such a 
sentiment is breathed by such a being, the lesson is awful; 
and if pride and ambition were capable of being taught, 
they might hence learn that o well-regulated mind and 
controlled passions are to be prized above all the glow of 
imagination and all the splendour of genius. 

We discover the same stubborn resolution rather to 
endure with patience the consequences of error than to 
own and avoid it in future, in the poet's singular choice 
of a pattern of fortitude. 

I have bought a pocket Milton, which ! carry perpetually abont 
with me, in order to study the aentimGnta— the dauntlees maftna- 
iiiuiity; the intrepid, unyielding independence; the desperate, 
daring, BJud uohle defiance of hardship in that great personage. 
Satan. 

Nor was this a rash or pi-ecipitate choice, for in a more 
apologetic mood he expresses the same opinion of the 
same personage. 

My favourite feature in Milton's Satan is his manly fortitude 
in supporting what cannot he remedied — in short, the irild, broken 
fragments of a noble, exalted mind in ruins. I meant no more by 
Baying he was a favourite hero of mine. 

With this lofty and unbending spirit were connected a 
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love of independence and a hatred of control, amounting 
almoet to the sublime rant of Almanzor. 

He was as free as Nature first made man, 
Ere the base laws of senrittide began, 
When wild in woods the noble savage ran. 

In general society Bums often peimitted his deter- 
mination of vindicating his personal dignity to hurry him 
into unjustifiable resentment of slight or imagined neglect. 
He was ever anxious to maintain his post in society, and 
to extort that deference which was readily paid to him by 
all from whom it was worth claiming. This ill-judged 
jealousy of precedence led him often to place his own 
pretensions to notice in competition with those of the 
company who, he conceived, might found theirs on birth 
or fortune. On such occasions it was no easy task to deal 
with Bums. The power of his language, the vigour of 
his satire, the severity of illustration with which his 
fancy instantly supplied hini, bore down all retort. 
Neither was it possible to exercise over the poet that 
restraint which arises from the chance of further personal 
consequences. The dignity, the spirit, the indignation of j 
Bums was that of a plebeian, of a high-souled plebeian 
indeed, of a citizen of Kome or Athens, but still of a 
plebeian untinged with the slightest shade of that spirit 
of chivalry which, since the feudal times, has pervaded . 
the higher ranks of European society. This must not be ' 
imputed to cowardice, for Bums was no coward. But the 
lowness of his birth and habits of society prevented niles 
of punctilious delicacy from making any part of his 
education ; nor did he, it would seem, see anything so 
rational in the practice of duelling as afterwards to adopt 
or to effect the sentiments of the higher ranks upon that 
subject. A letter to Mr. Clarke, written after a quarrel 
upon political topics, has these remarkable, and, we will 
add, manly expressions. 

From the expressions Capt. made use of to me, had I had 

nobody's welfare to care for bnt my own, we should certainly have 
come, according to the manners of the world, to the necessity of 
murdering one another about the business. The words were such 
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a*, genemllj. I believe, eod ia a brace of pistols ', but 1 nm still 
pleated t« think tbat I did not ruin tfao peace and welfare of a wife 
Bad ■ family of children in a drunken squabble. 

In IhiB point, therefore, the pride uud high spirit of Bums 
differed from those of the world around him. But if he 
wonted that chivalrous sensibility of honour which places 
ressoD upon the sword's point, he had delicacy of another 
sort, which those who boast most of the former do not 
always possess in the fiame purity*. Although so poor as 
to be ever on the very brink of absolute ruin, looking 
forwards now to the situation of a foot-soldier, now to that 
of a common beggar, as no unnatural consummation of 
his evil fortune, Burns wa^, iu pecuniary transactions, as 
proud and independent as if possessed of a prince's revenue. 
Bred a peasant, and preferred to the degrading situation 
of a common exoisenian, neither the influence of the 
low-minded crowd around him, nor the gratification 
of selfish indulgence, nor that contempt of futurity which 
has characterised so many of his poetical brethren, ever 
led him to incur or endure the burden of pecuniary 
obligation. A very intimate friend of the poet, from 
whom he used occasionally to borrow 'a small sum for 
a week or two, once ventured to hint that the punctuality 
with which the loan was always replaced at the appointed 
time was unnecessary and unkind. The consequence of 
this hint was the interruption of their frieudship for some 
weeks, the bard disdaining the very thought of being 
indebted to a human beinp one farthing beyond what he 
could discharge with the most rigid punctuality. It was 
a lees pleasing consequence of this high spirit that Bums 
was utterly inaccessible to all friendly advice. To lay 
before him bis errors, or to point out their consequences, 
was to touch a string that jarred every feeling within 
him. On such occasions, his, like Churchill's, was 



It ia B dreadful truth, that when racked and tortured 
by the well-meant and warm expostulations of an intimate 
friend, he at length started up in a paroxysm of frenzy, 
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and drawing a sword cane, which he usually wore, made 
an attempt to plunge it into the body of his adviser — 
the next instant he was with difficulty withheld fi'om 
suicide. 

Tet this ardent and irritable temperament had its 
periods not merely of tranquillity, but of the most 
subduing tenderness. In the society of men of taste, who 
could relish and understand his conversation, or whose 
rank in life was not so much raised above his own as 
to require, in his opinion, the assertion of his dignity, 
he was eloquent, impressive, and instructing. But it | 
was in female circles that his powers of expression dis- 
played their utmost fascination. In such, where the 
respect demanded by rank was readily paid as due to 
beauty or accomplishment; where he could resent no 
insult, and vindicate no claim of superiority, his conver- 
sation lost all its harshness, and often became so energetic 
and impressive as to dissolve the whole circle into tears. 
The traits of sensibiirty which, told of another, would 
sound like instances of gross affectation, were so native 
to the soul of this extraordinary man, and burst from 
him so involimtarily, that they not only obtained full 
credence as the genuine feelings of his own heart, but 
melted into unthought-of sympathy all who witnessed 
them. In such a mood they were often called forth by 
the slightest and most trifling occurrences ; an ordinary 
engraving, the wild turn of a simple Scottish air, a line 
in an old ballad, were, like " the field mouse's nest " and 
"the uprooted daisy," sufficient to excite the sympathetic 
feelings of Bums. And it was wonderful to see those 
who, left to themselves, would have passed over such 
trivial circumstances without a moment's reflection, sob 
over the picture when its outline had been filled up by 
the magic art of his eloquence. 

The political predilections — ^for they could hardly be 
termed principles — of Burns were entirely determined by 
his feelings. At his first appearance he felt, or affected, 
a propensity to Jacobitism. Indeed, a youth of his warm 
imagination and ardent patriotism, brought up in 
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ScuUaiiii thirty years ago, could hardly escape this bias. 
The side of Charles Edward was ihe party, not aurely of 
sound setisi' and Hober FeasoQ, but of rumaniic gaUantry 
and high a<^liievement. The inadequacy of the meana by 
which that prince attempted to regain the crown, forfeitud 
by his fathers, the strange and almost poetical adventures 
wliich he underwent, the Scottish martial character 
bnnoured in his victories and degraded and crushed in 
his deieat, the tales of the veterans who had followed his 
adventurous standard, were all calculated to impress upon 
the mind of a poet a warm interest in the cause of the 
house of Stuart. Yet the impression was not of a very 
serious cast, for Uurns himself acknowledges in one of 
thv-se letters that, "to tell the matter of fact, except when 
my passions were heated by some accidental cause, my 
Jacobitiam was merely by way of tire la hagalelle" 
(p. liMO). The same enthusiastic ardour of disposition 
swayed Durns in his choice of political tenets, when the 
country was agitat^^d by revolutionary principles. That 
the poet should have chosen the side on which high 
talents were most likely to procure celebrity; that he, to 
whom the fnctitious distinctions of society were always 
odious, should have listened with complacence to the voice 
of French philosophy, which denounced them as usurpa- 
tions on the rights of man, was precisely the thing to he 
expected. Yet we cannot but think that if his superiors 
in the Excise department had tried the experiment of 
soothing rather than of irritating his feelings, they might 
have spared themselves the disgrace of rendering desperate 
the possessor of such uncommon talents. For it is hut too 
certain that from the moment his hopes of promotion 
were utterly blasted, his tendency to dissipation hurried 
hira precipitately into those excesses which ahorte-ned his 
life. We doubt not that in that awful jieriod of national 
discord he had done and said enough to deter, in ordinary 
cases, the servants of Government from countenancing an 
avowed partisan of faction. But this partisan was Bums! 
Surely the experiment of lenity might have been tried, 
and perhaps successfully. The conduct of Mr. Oraham of 
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Fintry, our poet's only shield against actual dismission 
and consequent ruin, reflects the highest credit upon that 
gentleman. We may dismiss these reflections on the 
character of Bums with his own beautiful lines — 

I saw thy pulse's maddening play. 
Wild send thee pleasure's devious way, 

By passion driven; 
But yet the light that led astray 

Was light from heaven. 

The second part of this volume contains a number of 
memoranda by Burns concerning the Scottish songs and 
music published by Johnstone, in six volumes 8vo. Many 
of these appear to us exceedingly trifling. They might, 
indeed, have adorned with great propriety a second 
edition of the work in question, or any other collection of 
Scottish songs; but, separated from the verses to which 
they relate, how can anyone be interested in learning 
that Down the Burn, Davie was the composition of David 
Maigh, keeper of bloodhounds to the Laird of Biddell; 
that Tarry woo was, in the opinion of Bums, a "very 
pretty song " ; or even that the author of Polwarth on 
the Green was " Captain John Drummond MacGrigor, of 
the family of Bochaldie"? Were it of consequence, we 
might correct the valuable information thus conveyed in 
one OT two instances, and enlarge it in many others. But 
it seems of more importance to mark the share which 
the poet himself took in compiling or embellishing this 
collection of traditional poetry, especially as it has not 
been distinctly explained either by Dr. Currie or Mr. 
Cromek. Tradition, generally speaking, is a sort of 
perverted alchemy which converts gold into lead. All 
that is abstractly poetical, all that is above the compre- 
hension of the merest peasant, is apt to escape in frequent 
recitation ; and the lacunce, thus created, are filled up 
either by lines from other ditties, or from the mother wit 
of the reciter or singer. The injury in either case is 
obvious and irreparable. But with all these disadvantages 
the Scottish songs and tunes preserved for Bums that 
inexpressible charm which they have never afforded to his 
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countrymen. He entered into the idea of collecting their 
fragments with all the zeal of an enthnsiast; and tew, 
whether serious or humoroua, parsed through his hands 
without repeiving some of those magic touches which, 
without greatly altering the song, restored its original 
spirit, or gave it more than it had ever possessed. So 
dexterously are these touches combined with the ancient 
structure that the rifacciumento, in many instances, could 
scarcely have been detected without the avowal of the 
bard himself. Neither would it be eaay to mark his share 
in the individual ditties. Some he appears entirely to 
have re-written : to others he added supplementary 
stanzas; in some he retained only the leading lines and 
the chorus, and others he merely arranged and ornamented. 
For the benefit of future antiquaries, however, we may 
observe that many of his songs, claimed by the present 
editor as the exclusive composition of Bums, were, in 
reality, current long before he was born. Let us take 
one of the best examples of his skill in imitating the old 
ballad. M'Phermn's Lament was a well-known song 
many years before the Ayrshire bard wrote those additional 
verses which constitute its principal merit. This noted 
freebooter was executwl at Inverness about the beginning 
of the last century. When he came to the fatal tree he 
played the tune to which he baa bequeathed his name upon 
a favourite violin, and holding up the instrument, offered 
it to any one of his clan who would undertake to play the 
tune over hia body at his lyke-wake ; as none answered, 
he dashed it to pieces on the executioner's head, and flung 
himself from the ladder. The following are the wild 
stanzas, grounded, however, upon some traditional 
remains* which Burns had put into the mouth of this 
desperado: — 



• We liftve heard Bome of these recited, pftrticulnrly one. which 
igino— 

Now farewell house and farewell friends. 

And farowcll wife and bairns ; 
There's nno repentance in m; heart. 
Tlip fiddle's in my amis— 
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MThxbsom's Fabbwsll. 

Farewell, ye dungeons dark and strong. 

The wretch's destiny! 
MTherson's time will not be long, 

On yonder gallows tree. 

Sae rantingly, sae wantonly, 

Sae danntingly gaed he; 
He played a spring, and danc'd it round. 

Below the gallows tree. 

Oh, what is death but parting breath? — 

On mony a bloody plain 
Fve dar'd his face, and in this place 

I scorn him yet again! 
Sae rantingly, &c. 

Untie these bands from off my hands. 

And bring to me my sword; 
And there's no a man in all Scotland, 

But m brave him at a word. 
Sae rantingly, &c. 

Fve liv'd a life of sturt and strife; 

I die by treacherie; 
It bums my heart I must depart 

And not avenged be. 
Sae rantingly, Ac, 

Now farewell light, thou sunshine bright. 

And all beneath the sky! 
May coward shame distain his name. 

The wretch that dares not die! 
Sae rantingly, &c. 

How mucli Bums delighted in the task of eking out 
the ancient melodies of his country appears from the 
following affecting passage in a letter written to Mr. 
Johnstone shortly before hiq death: — 

Tou are a good, worthy, honest fellow, and have a good right 
to live in this world — because you deserve it. Many a merry 
meeting this publication has given us, and possibly it may give us 
more, though, alas! I fear it. This protracting, slow, consuming 
illness which hangs over me, will, I doubt much, my ever dear 
friend, arrest my sun before he has well reached his middle career, 
and will turn over the poet to far other and more important 
concerns than studying the brilliancy of wit, or the pathos of 
sentiment! However, hope is the cordial of the human heart, and 
I endeavour to cherish it as well as I can. 
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Notwithfitanditig the spirit of many of the lyrics of 
BoniB, and the exquisite Bweetnras and simplicity of 
others, we cannot but di't-pfy regret that so much of his 
time and talent« was frittered away in compiling and 
composing for inuaical collections. There is sufficient 
evidence both in the edition of Dr. Currie and in this 
supplemental voiurae that even the genius of Burns could 
not support him in Itie mnnotonnus task of writing love 
Tcrsps OD heaving bofioms and sparkling eyes, and twisting 
them into auch rhythmical forma oa might suit the 
capricious evolutions of Scotch reels, ports, and stroth- 
flpeya. Besides, this constant waste of hia fancy and power 
of verse in small and insignificant compositions must 
neceasarily have had no little effect in deterring him from 
undertaking any grave or important task. Let no one 
suppose that we undervalue the songs of Burns. When 
his soul was iuteot on suiting a favourite air with words, 
humorous or tender, as the subject demanded, no poet 
of our tongue ever displayed higher skill in marrying 
melody to immortal verse. But the writing of a series of 
songs for large musical collections degenerated into a 
slavish labour, which no talents could support, led to 
negligence, and above all, diverted the poet from his 
grand plan of dramatic composition. 

To produce a work of this kind, neither perhaps a 
regular tragedy nnr comedy, but something partaking of 
the nature of both, seems to have been long the cherished 
wish of Bums. He had even fixed on the siibject, which 
was an adventure in low life said to have happened to 
Robert Bruce while wandering in danger and disguise 
after being defeated by the English. The Scottish dialect 
would have rendered such a piece totally imfit for the 
stage; but those who recolleet the masculine and lofty 
tone of nmrtial spirit which glows in the poem of Bannock- 
buni will sigh to think what the character of the gallant 
Bruce might have proved under the hand of Bums! It 
would undoubtedly have wanted that tinge of chivalrotw 
feeling which the manners of the age. no less than the 
disposition of the monarch, imperiously demanded ; but 
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this deficiency would have been more than supplied by a 
bard who could have drawn from his own perceptions 
the unbending energy of a hero sustaining the desertion 
of friends, the persecution of enemies, and the utmost 
malice of disastrous fortune. The scene, too, being partly 
laid in humble life, admitted that display of broad humour 
and exqidsite pathos with which he could interchangeably 
and at pleasure adorn his cottage views. Nor was the 
assemblage of familiar sentiments incompatible in Bums 
with those of the most exalted dignity. In the inimitable 
tale of Tarn o^ ShanteT, he has left us sufficient evidence 
of his ability to combine the ludicrous with the awful 
and even the horrible. No poet, with the exception of | 
Shakespeare, ever possessed the power of exciting the 1 
most varied and discordant emotions with such rapid 
transitions. His humorous description of the appearance 
of Death (in the poem on Dr. Hornbook) borders on the 
terrific, and the witches' dance in the Kirk of Alloway is 
at once ludicrous and horrible. Deeply must we then 
regret those avocations which diverted a fancy so varied 
and 80 vigorous, joined with language and expression 
suited to iJl its changes, from leaving a more substantial 
monument to his own fame and to the honour of his 
country. 

The next division is a collection of fugitive sentences 
and commonplaces, extracted partly from the memo- 
randum book of the poet, and partly, we believe, from 
letters which could not be published in their entire state. 
Many of these appear to be drawn from a small volume, 
entitled Letters to Clarinday by Robert Bums, which 
was printed at Glasgow, but afterwards suppressed. To 
these, the observations which we offered on the bard's 
letters in general apply with additional force ; for in such 
a selection, the splendid patches, the showy, declamatory, 
figurative effusions of sentimental affectation are usually 
the choice of the editor. Respect for the mighty dead 
prevents our quoting instances in which Bums has 
degraded his natural eloquence by these meretricious 
ornaments. Indeed, his style is sometimes so forced and 
I 
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uonatura] that we must believe he tnew U> whom he was 
writing, and that an afFectation of enthusiasm in platonic 
love and devotion was more likely to be acceptable to the 
fair Clarinda than the true language of feeling. The 
following loose and laboured passages show that the 
passion of Sylvander (a name suificient of itself to damn a 
whole file of love letters) had more of vanity than of real 
sentiment: — 

What trifliDg BJllineaa is the childish fondness of the crrerydkj 
children of the world! 'Tis the onmeBning tojring of the ^oimgliiigH 
ot the fields »nd forests ; bqt where Bentiment and fancy unite theii 
sweets; where taste sjid delicacy refine; where wit adds the flavour, 
and good senae gives strength and spiiit t« all, what a delicious 
draught is the hour of teinder endearment I — beauty and grace in 
the arms of tmth and honour, in all the luxury of mutual love! 

The last part of the work comprehends a few original 
poems. We were rather surprised to find in the van the 
beautiful song called Evan Tiauks. Mr. Cromek ought to 
have known that this was published by Dr. Currie in his 
first edition of Bums's works, and omitted in all those 
which followed, because it was ascertained to be the com- 
position of Helen Maria Williams, who wrote it at the 
request of Dr. Wood. Its being found in the hand- 
writing of Burns occasioned the first mistake, but the 
correction of that leaves no apology for a second. The 
remainder consists of minor poems, epistles, prologues, 
and songs, by which, if the author's reputation had not 
been previously established, we will venture to say it 
would never have risen above the c/jmmon standard. At 
the same time, there arc few of them that do not, upon 
minute examination, exhibit marks of Buma'fl hand, 
though not of his best manner. The following exquisitely 
affecting stanza contains the essence of a thousand love 
tales: — 

Had we never loved sae kindly, 

Had we never loved aae blindly, 

Never met or never parted, 

We had ne'er been broken-hearted. 

There are one or two political songs, which for any wit 
or humour they contain might have been very well 
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omitted. The satirical effusions of Bums, when they 
related to persons or subjects removed from his own 
sphere of observation, were too vague and too coarse to 
be poignant. We have seen, indeed, some very pointed 
stanzas in two political ballads, mentioned p. 174 ; but Mr. 
Cromek apparently judged them too personal for publica- 
tion. There are a few attempts at English verse, in which, 
as usual, Bums falls beneath himself. This is the more 
remarkable, as the sublimer passages of his Saturday 
Nighty Vision^ and other poems of celebrity, always swell 
into the language of classic English poetry. But 
although in these flights he naturally and almost 
unavoidably assumed the dialect of Milton and Shake- 
speare, he never seems to have been completely at his ease 
when he had not the power of descending at pleasure into 
that which was familiar to his ear and to his habits. In 
the one case his use of the English was voluntary, and for 
a short time; but when assumed as a primary and indis- 
pensable rule of composition, the comparative penury 
of rhymes and the want of a thousand emphatic words 
which his habitual acquaintance with the Scottish 
supplied, rendered his expression confined and embar- 
rassed. No man ever had more command of this ancient 
Doric dialect than Bums. He has left a curious testimony 
of his skill in a letter to Mr. JSTicol, published in this 
volume, an attempt to read a sentence of which would 
break the teeth of most modem Scotchmen. 

Three or four letters from William Bums, a brother of 
the poet, are introduced for no purpose that we can 
guess, imlees to show that he wrote and thought like an 
ordinary journeyman saddler. We would readily have 
believed, without positive proof, that the splendid powers 
of the poet were not imparted to the rest of his family. 

We scarcely know, upon the whole, in what terms we 
ought to dismiss Mr. Cromek. If the reputation of Bums 
alone be considered, this volume cannot add to his fame ; 
and it is too well fixed to admit of degradation. The 
cantata already mentioned is, indeed, the only one of his 
productions not published by Dr. Currie, which we con- 
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aider as not merely justifying, but increasing Ids renown. 
It is enough to say of the .very best of those now published 
that they take nothing from it. What the public may 
gain by being furnished with additional means of 
estimating the character of this wonderf id and self-taught 
genius we have already endeavoured to state. We know 
not whether the &mily of the poet will derive any 
advantage from this publication of his remains. If so, 
it is the best apology for their being given to the world ; 
if not, we have no doubt that the editor, as he is an 
admirer of Chaucer, has read of a certain pardoner, who 

. . . With his relies, when that he fond 
A poor peraone dwelling np on lond, 
Upon a day he gat him more moneie 
Than that the penone got in monethes tweie. 



By JOSIAH WALKER. 

MiseeUanioua SemarJu on the Writings of Bums, 1811. 

When we call Bums an original poet we give liini a 
very high station in the scale of intellectual excellence, 
the greatness of the praise being proportioned to the 
smallness of the number with whom it is shared. In all 
ages, the genuine poet is a character of rare appearance. 
During the century which has recently expired, distin- 
guished as it was by mental exertion, it may be doubted 
if more than five or six were justly entitled to this 
honourable appellation. The poets of inferior power were 
such as had been guided, by their admiration of others, 
to a species of composition which they would not of them- 
selves have discovered. But the bard of nature woidd 
have been a poet though none had preceded hiuL Even 
before the invention of metrical language, his superior 
portion of fancy and feeling would probably have found 
a vent in discourse and given an interesting peculiarity 
to his character. 

Persons of this description possess qualities of which it 
is difficult to give a complete enumeration, but of which 
a few may be specified. The discriminating vivacity of 
their perception, the exquisite delicacy of their intellectual 
tact, and the ease with which they trace every motion to 
its origin and object, produce effect which ordinary men 
more willingly ascribe to an additional faculty than to 
the superior excellence or improvement of powers which 
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are common to all. Heocr, either from a Batural facility 
with which certain operations of his mind are performed, 
or from habits of peculiar activity in recollecting and 
aoalyBing his feelings, a man of sensibility perceives in 
every scene a multitude of little circumstances which, to 
a mind of grosser structure, are either unobserved or, it 
observed, unintereoting. In viewing a landscape, the 
latter is conscions of a pleasinjr result from the whole, 
and contents itself with this state of aggregate gratifica- 
tion ; while the former draws an appropriate delight from 
every part, and can appreciate to himself and others the 
share of the general effect which belongs to each particular 
feature of the scene. But the power of observing and 
distinguishing the finer or the nobler lineaments of nature 
is not sufficient. This constitutes only taste, which 
numbers enjoy without being able to impart their impres- 
sions. For the last purpose, the aid of genius is required, 
which invents the means of communicating to others, by 
a warm and faithful transcript of its objects, the emotions 
which these objects bad awakened in itself. The tagta 
of a painter enables him to discern the great lines on 
which grace or sublimity depend; but it is by his genius 
tJiat he traces them with such a truth of execution as 
to secure their efEect. In like manner the poet is led, by 
a nice perception of the circumstances which had affected 
himself, to make choice of these, and of these alone, for 
conveying the affection to others; and the introduction 
of a circumstance included in no former enumeration is 
accompanied with that pleasure which it is the province 
of genius, by novelty of discovery, to create. Still, bow- 
ever, he may fail from imperfect execution if be do not 
possess a masterly command of language, which is his 
only medium of expression ; but when he selects, from 
an exuberant store, words and phrases of the moet 
significant power for conveying ideas, selected with equal 
felicity, he then approaches the consummation of imitative 
art. To genius of this character, the pretensions of Burns 
may he maintained from numberless passages of his 
writings. In what poet shall we find a more concise yet 
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mare complete representation of a visible scene, than is 
presented in the fonr following lines: — 

The canld bine north wma streammg forth 

Her lifi^ts wf hiiwiTig eirie din ; 
Athort tiie lift tiiey start and shift, 

Like fortune's fayonrs, lost and win. 

Here every word is bi^ with emphatic meaning. It is a 
separate stroke of that slight but skilful outline, which 
brings the whole scene to the eye with greater force and 
distinctness than a picture filled with the most ample and 
elaborate finishing. So powerfully does it affect the imagi- 
nation that we almost seem to grow chill as we read. The last 
line is rather complementary, the mind being so intensely 
engaged by the material objects that the moral analogy 
comes upon it unexpectedly. But it was the practice of 
Bums to let the current of his ideas flow with little 
restraint; and hence we find him mingling the pathetic 
with the sprightly, the solemn with the ludicrous, and, 
in the present instance, the sentimental with the 
descriptive. 

A passage no less striking we meet with in a stanza 
most happily picturing a furious snowstorm, where the 
same discriminating sensibility, and the same power of 
verbal execution, will be perceived by all to whom the 
language is intelligible — 

Now biting Boreas, fell and dour, 

Sharp, shivers through the leafless bower, 

And Phosbns gi'es a short liv'd glour, 

Far south the lift, 
Dim-dark'ning through the flaky shower, 

Or whirling drift. 

Who can read these lines without beholding the dun and 
labouring gloom, with all its adjuncts, before his eyesP 
The few circumstances exhibited are marked with a 
strength and preferred with a judgment, which rouse the 
activity of the mind and introduce whatever association 
can supply. 

Though the lofty and energetic spirit of Bums appears 
to have delighted more in the sublime than in the beauti- 
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ful, ypt, in his delineationB of softer and brighter scenery, 
we shall easily discoviT tlie pencil of genius. A Bummer 
morning is tliua described — 

The ruing saa o'er Oalston muira 

Wi' glorioua tight was glitin', 
The hsres were hirplin' down the farrs, 

The Inrrocka the.v were cbauutin'- 

Here only three images are introduced, yet more are not 
required to place the reader where the poet was placed 
when he wrot«. Thomson gives a description of a summer 
morning, enriched with details and embellished with 
splendid elaboration, yet it presents (at least to ray mind) 
nothing which does not offer it«elf aa a natural accompani- 
ment to the stenographic sketch, if I may use the meta- 
phor, thrown off by his countrj'mEin with such rapid 
facility. In this passage we have an example of the skill 
of Bums in his nice adaptation of words. Of all the terms 
which any language affords few could so significantly 
express the peculiar motion of the hare, when she moves 
with caution but without alarm, as the word hirplin'. In 
this manner language is extended. A number of words, 
which are HttJe else than synonyms to persons who are at 
no pains or who have no power to define and discriminate, 
conTey to one more anxious for the enjoyment produced 
by variety and precision of thought, different shades of 
significance, which he separates with ease. He afterwards 
employs them to express the meaning which they had 
conveyed to himself, and they come by his authority and 
adoption to be legitimised. In almost every page of 
Bums we may find examples of unusual skill in his choice 
of words. As I have been accidentally led to point out 
a term descriptive of peculiar motion, I shall subjoin 
a few more of the same class, and if I succeed under this 
restriction, it will naturally be inferred that, on all sub- 
jects, instances of similar felicity are equally abundant 
in the works of the poet. " When Hughoc he came 
doytin by," " Down some trottin' bum's meander," " Awa' 
ye squatter'd like a drake," " The wheels o' life gae down- 
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liill scrievin'." The two following paflsages are Bingularly 
rich in terms of the same description : — 

Here fanners gash, in ridin' graith, 

Gked hoddin' by their cotters; 
There swankies young, in braw braid-obiith, 

Are springin' o'er the gutters; 
The lasses skelpin' barefit, thrang, &c. 

Then never braindg't, an' fech't an' fliskit, 
But thy auld tail then wad hae whiskit, 
And spread abreed thy weel-fill'd brisket, 

Wi' pith and pow'r, 
Till spritty knowes wad rair't and risket, 

And slypet owre. 

In representations of human character the power of 
Bums was no less conspicuous than in his portraits of 
external nature. When describing with satirical humour 
the character of country squires, he recollects that they 
are in general disposed to treat their rustic dependants 
with affable liberality and indulgence, and that there are 
but a few unpardonable offences which never fail to kindle 
their resentment and to call forth their power of oppres- 
sion« These he catches with penetrating observation and 
enumerates with happy brevity in six lines, of which the 
descriptive truth will be recognised from Caithness to 
ComwalL— 

For thae frank, rantin', ramblin' billies, 
Fient haet o' them's ill-hearted fellows: 
Except for cutting o' their trimmer. 
Or speaking lightly o' their limmer, 
Or shooting o' a hare or muircock. 
The ne'er a bit they're ill to poor fock. 

Here we have the usual subjects of aristocratic jealousy, 
and the common character created by common circum- 
stances in a particular order of men, expressed with a 
rapidity and resemblance which may be compared to the 
sudden effect produced by the cast of a mould, rather 
than to the tardy labour of the pencil. To the same 
species of characteristic writing, where the description of 
an individual describes a class, may be referred the 
poaching sportsman in Tarn Samson^s Elegy, Few can 
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have paned thrmg'Ii life withoal iu«eiing aomc of this 
numenras bmilr, who are rewarded for their issigiii' 
ficsDce in the Eober departmeDts of gatofol indastrr by 
an Ladisputed sopremacT in all the scenes of profitless 
iTcreatioD which furnish amasemeots for idle activity. 

Another province of the genuine poet is to s«xe with 
inlereeting aecuracy the practices and modes of life which 
prevail in certaiq Bubdivisions of eocietr : and all of those, 
to whicli Burns had access, are refiected from the mirror 
of his writing with the most circnmstaiitial fidelity. In 
hilt Tu>a, Doiji and Halloween we have the interior of a 
])faHant*s cottage, with all its appropriate manners and 
costoms at the season of merry-making; and in TheCatUr't 
Sulvrdiiy Nigfil we have the §ame scene under a more 
offt-ctiiig and impressive aspect. The Holy Fair is a 
re pre sen tat ion of prartices which arise out of institutions 
pi'cutiar to a single country, and which, though abundantly 
open to ridicule, are consecrated by traditionary usage. 
Those who know the original must acknowledee it to be a 
caricature of exquisite humour; and even those who do 
not will be diverted by its exhibition of characters and 
euntoms, the truth of which derives sufficient evidence 
from their probability. The nocturnal revels in the ale- 
bouse which was the darling resort of Tarn o' Shauter 
may ntand a comparison with the scenes at the Boar's 
Head tavern, so admirably delineated by Shakespeare; 
but, in making this comparison, one difference cannot 
fail to strike us in favour of the immortal dramatist. 
Falstaff and his associates are characters which wc have 
never met with, yet they are adjusted with such phQo- 
Mophical skill to the varieties possible in human nature — 
they are made up of parts, which form compounds so 
congruous, that they are as interesting as if their proto- 
types were familiarly knonni. To render a fiction 
pli'asing, it must both resemble and differ from reality. 
In thr happy balance of these two qualities the exceilence 
lit Ihu fiction in a great measure consists, the resemblance 
giving interest to the difference as the difference to the 
r«it>inblan.ce ; and in the fictitious characters alluded to 
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we see this balance admirably managed. But similar 
inTentions were perhaps beyond the enterprise of Bums. 
All his topers are copies, not compounds, from real life. 
To pursue this specidation a little further — ^though Bums 
succeeds in making us sympathise with the mirth and 
happiness of his hero, though he disposes us to forgive 
the dissipation which created so much kindness and 
cordiality, he would probably have shrunk from an attempt 
to exhibit vices less venial, as anything else than odious 
or disgusting. It was only the invincible powers of a 
Shakespeare that, in FalstafE, could give a singular sort of 
interest to falsehood, debauchery, and cowardice, and make 
them, with the aid of wit and sociality, seduce us even 
into an indescribable feeling of mirthful and companion- 
able affection. 

From the power of Bums in delineating char- 
acter, if we ascend to a higher region of poetry 
and try his pretensions to genius by his exhibition 
of the stronger affections of the mind, we still shall find 
our scrutiny successfid. Here he had, unfortunately, no 
occasion to go far in search of an original, as in his own 
breast he might always find some passion domineering 
with a force, and indulged with a freedom which rendered 
its operations singularly distinct. Of love he had abun- 
dant experience, and no man was better qualified to 
describe and discriminate its various emotions than one 
who had run through the whole, from the gentle languish- 
ment of dubious and nascent preference to the fury of 
impatient and ungovernable ardour. Nor was his mind 
more a stranger to the risings of indignation, the loathings 
of contempt, the throes of grief, or the meltings of pity: 
if the assertion of Roscommon be just — 

No poet any passion can excite, 

Bnt what Uiey feel transport them, when they write. 

Bums possessed this poetical qualification in no ordinary 
degree. He had a title to rely with certainty on com- 
municating the infection, when the disease was so strong 
in himself. In opposition to Roscommon, it may be 
asked how Shakespeare could delineate to the life the 
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pasBionB of Hamlet or Othello, when he was neither the 
Prince of Denmark nor the General of Venice; neither 
the son of a murdered kin^r, nor the hushand of a suspected 
wife; and when he, therefore, could never have actually 
felt the passions excited by circumstaJiceB in which he 
had never been placed. It must have be«n from the 
united force of imagination and passion. The former 
was sufficiently powerful to transform him, for the 
moment, into the veri' person of his hero; and the latter, 
to make him feel precisely what his hero must have felt. 
Had either of these powers been defective, the effect would 
have been imperfect and unBatisfactory. Had his imagi- 
nation been feeble, be could not have gone out of bimself 
and assumed the being of another; and had his passions 
been languid, though be might have placed himself in 
the proper situation, he would not have been moved by 
the proper feelings, and would have produced a chai-acter 
very difEerent, and probably far less interesting, than 
what he had designed. 

In like manner Burns could, by the force of his fancy, 
identify himself with Bruce at the head of his army, 
or with the dying soldier in the field of battle ; and by 
the power of his passions he could glow with those 
feelings of patriotism and cravings for glory which vent 
themselves in language so appropriate to the situation. 
It was seldom, however, that he made such efforts. On 
most occasions he had no need to call in the aid of 
imagination, or to assume any other character than his 
own. The events of his life, and the manner in which 
they had affected bim, furnished abundant exercise for 
hifl power of displaying the passions. The book of human 
nature may be read by ail human beings, however 
stationary or obscure: and it is probable that Bums 
was a better practical scholar in the workings of his heart 
before he quitted the narrow precinct of his native parisli, 
than numbers whose cool obser\-ation had been far more 
extensive but. at the same time, less personal. He who 
engages deeply in the game of life will much sooner 
reach proficiency than one who has studied it at a greater 
variety of tables, but only as a spectator. Wtere do love 
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and sorrow breathe their mingled streamB in more touching 
nnison than in the verses addressed To Mary in Heaven? 
Where does the qniet and complacent warmth of parental 
affection smile with a more gentle benignity than in the 
figure of the mother in the The Cotter^ s Saturday Night? 
Where can we find a more exhilarating enumeration of 
the enjoyments of youth, contrasted with their successive 
extinction as age advances, than in The Epistle to 

J, S. P The views of human life which Bums 

habituaUy indulged were dark and cheerless ; and in those 
hours of depression, to which all are occasionally subject, 
or under the pressure of misfortunes of which we are 
always ready to shift the blame from ourselves by charging 
it to the treachery or injustice of the world, we shall 
acknowledge the fidelity with which our feelings have been 
expressed by the bard in the Lament, in Despondency, and 
in those pathetic reflections on the fugacity of pleasure 
which are scattered through his writings, and which he 
is unable to suppress even in the liveliest frolics of his 
genius. Most of them^ too, have a seasoning of tenderness 
and pity for his fellow-creatures, both rational and 
irrational, by which readers even of the most obtuse 
sensibility cannot fail to be affected. Nor is this the 
traditionary cant which one poet inherits from another, 
and which floats past the attention, as the mere expletive 
or professional style of the art. It has a penetrating 
and original poignancy, which genius alone can bestow. 
The poet often touches a new string with a pathos which 
instantly awakens a corresponding tone in the heart of 
his reader. Thus, in his Winter Night he contrives, by a 
masterly description of its severity, to lead us gradually 
on from the sufferings of the innocent songsters to 
commiserate those even of the kite and the carrion crow, 
and to acknowledge that their voracious cruelty has been 
more than expatiated by the merciless lash of the elements. 

nk happing bird, wee, helpless thing, 
That in the merry months o' spring 
Delighted me to hear thee sing, 

What comes o' theeP 
Whare wilt tiion cow'r thy chittering wing 

And close thy e^eP 
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Ev*!! you on murd'ring errands toil'd, 

LoDB from your savage homra exil'd, 

The blood-stain'd rooat, and sbeep-cote apoil'd, 

My heart forgets, 
Wliile pitileBS the tempest wild 

Sore OB you beats. 

It was a daring attempt in Shakespeare to reconcile with 
probability the (gradual BubmiBsion of Lady Anne to the 
flattery of Bichard ; yet Burns shows almost equal 
confidence In his own powers, when he expecta to succeed 
in claiming our pity for the devil, or our protection for 
the tyrants of the grove. 

In richness and vigour of imagination, Bums has rarely 
been surpassed. This power is commonly considered to 
be the principal constituent of genius, as it is the instru- 
ment of invention, and the parent of novelty both in 
science and ait. The sciences and arte, while in a state 
of progression, appear to advance rather by eudden and 
occasional starts than by regular periodical steps, and to 
receive their increments not from the collective efforts 
of all who engage them, but from the extraordinary and 
unexpected exertion of a single mind, by wlilch something 
that was unknown before is discovered in the one or 
executed in the other. To the power of making this 
solitary exertion the denomination, of genius should, 
perhaps, in strictness of language, be confined. If the 
preceding idea he just, it is by the production of novelty 
that pretensions to genius must he tried: and to this 
test Burns may, without any apprehension, be subjected. 
His writings, both in prnae and verse, abound with original 
thoughts and with images of his own creation. And it 
must he remembered that an author, whose reading was so 
limited, might frequently produce by a second invention 
what, unknown to him, had been invented before. Even 
when a common idea occurs to him, it serves only as a 
hint to put his fancy in motion, or as the medium through 
which he passes to some new conception. Thus in his 
soni; of John Avdersov-, the comparison of life to the 
ascent and declivity of a hill ia common and familiar, 
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but when Btmis has begun it, be pursues it beyond the 
usual limits, and by making his aged couple " sleep 
together at the fit," extends it to an idea which is alto- 
gether new, and which, at the same time, harmonises finely 
with the serene, affectionate, and pathetic spirit of this 
beautiful piece. Thus, too, when speaking of the unfitness 
of genius for ordinary affairs, he employs a trite idea in 
comparing life to a voyage, but he employs it only as the 
stem on which he grafts another of his own invention to 
illustrate the helpless unskilfulness of poets, whom he 
calls "timid landsmen on life's stormy main." In his 
metaphors he shows himself always ready to rely on the 
coinage of his own fancy. His fish with ruddy spots are 
"bedropt with crimson hail." The loss of a valuable 
fellow-citizen is "paying kane to death"; the hour of 
twelve is "the keystone of night's black arch"; and 
the acquisition of immortal fame by a poet is to " warsle 
time, and lay him on his back." 

The conceptions of Bums, it may also be observed, were 
no less remarkable for their clearness than for their 
strength. This enabled him to sustain all his similes 
correctly, and to avoid that incongruity in the progress 
of the parallel to which less discriminating minds are 
exposed. We may refer, as examples, to the ludicrous 
comparisons of Kilmarnock to a cow in the Ordination, 
and of the life of the "unco guid" to a mill in the 
Address, and also to the whole allegorical song of John 
Barleycorn. 

The strength and vivacity of his conceptive faculties 
may be still better estimated by the distinctness with 
which he places himself and his readers in fictitious situa- 
tions. He appears, by a kind of sorcery, to disengage 
us from the power of the senses and to transport us to 
imaginary scenes, where the vision for the time has all 
the power of actual existence. 

Modo me Thebis, modo ponii Athenis, We feel ourselves 
become spectators of the Holy Fair, and members of the 
party at the sports of Halloween, or at the prayers and 
supper of the Cotter! We find ourselves seated with 
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Tarn o' Shanter at the blazing; fire of the ale-Loaae, and 
grow familiarly acquainted with the joTial group. We 
enter into a!! the warmth of the fraternal friendship 
between Tam and the SouUt, " who had been fou for weeks 
thepither"; and we perceive our spirits rise as the bowl 
goes round. We accompany the hero through the tempest; 
we gaze with him at the window of the illuminated ruin, 
and shudder at the strange mixture of unearthly horror 
and heaven-defying merriment. Nor ran we at o&ce 
resume our own persons, and withdraw from the con- 
templation of objects, which by superior vivacity 
compensate for their want of reality. 

The mind of Bums was a magazine of ideas, collected 
by the activity of his observation, aided by a memory 
which treasured only what possessed some species of 
interest. From this affluence of materials which, by a 
power of quick aasociation, were always at command, his 
fancy was ready to frame a variety of pleasing images, 
and the sensibility which accompanied all his views 
supplied that warmth of sentiment with which his writings 
are so richly seasoned. In these there is nothing 
indifferent: no frigid description where mind is absent, 
and feeling asleep; no thought "which plays round the 
head but comes not to the heart" ; no figurative expression, 
which serves only to decorate, without increasing the 
warmth and vigour of what it clothes. Everything, tinder 
the aspect in which he presents it, becomes an object of 
sympathy, and receives animation from the touch of his 
pen. Even between hia Brigx our hearts make an instant 
preference. We take part with the venerable and insulted 
ancient, as with the reduced but dignified representative 
of an honourable ancestry ; while we scorn and resent the 
petulance of its rival, as of the disgusting triumph of 
upstart ostentation and prosperous vulgarity. In the 
same manner we enter into the feelings of his Daisy and 
his Mouse, his Dog and his Mare; for on all the subjects 
of his pencil Bums never failed to spread the hues of 



The power ascribed to the 



of Timotheus 



JOSIAH WALKEB. 129 

ascribable also to the power of Bums, which instantly 
transmits the yaried and snccessiye emotions of its author, 
and infects the reader with all the enthusiasm of his 
mirth or despondency, his affection or resentment, his 
applause or derision. Even where he deviates into a 
strain which we disapprove, we may condemn but cannot 
quit him, and generally find the attraction of his talent 
stronger than the repulsion of his immorality. 

His poems have been so frequently and so judiciously 
analysed, that any new attempt of a similar kind must 
be attended with the double danger of repeating stale 
remarks, or of directing attention to beauties and defects 
of comparative unimportance. It is fortunate, therefore, 
that the public has already decided so distinctly for itself 
as to render the attempt officious and unbecoming. If 
the excellence of an author may be estimated by the 
frequency with which his sentiments are echoed in quota- 
tion; if this be the stamp by which the public sanctions 
the currency of its favourite verses, a high station among 
the poets has been assigned to Bums, and his beauties, 
without the aid of italics or inverted commas, have become 
nearly as proverbial among all by whom the language 
is understood as the striking passages of Pope or Milton. 
Yet^ without presuming to assist a choice which has been 
already made, I shall perhaps be indulged in a few 
desultory reflections, which, if they miss the assent of the 
reader, may furnish him with amusement in detecting 
their futilitv. 

It is remarkable that the writings of Bums, unlike to 
those of other poets, exhibit few traces of progressive 
improvement in his art. The Epistle to Davie, which is 
the earliest of those compositions where his powers seem 
to have been seriously put forth, is little inferior to his 
latest productions. Its difficult measure, borrowed from 
The Cherry and the Sla^y he probably chose to try his 
dexterity in rhyming; and it is astonishing that, under 
this unusual constraint, he should have clothed his thoughts 
in expression so natural, flowing, and familiar. This 
poem, which was written about the period of his father's 
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death, presenta an affecting specimen of his rpflectiona 
under a singular accumulation of distresses. It Beems to 
be a sort of effort to accustom his thoughts to the very 
darkest poBsihilitteB of evil, and to a recollection of the 
consolations which will be left when his anticipations are 
realised. HIb consciousneBs of superior talent-s, Ui which 
his attention at the time had perhaps been drawn by their 
exertion in conversation with his "brother poet," makes 
him consider with regret, and not without some of that 
indignation which was more congenial to his character, 
the peculiar diacomforts of his situation. These 
are admirably described in the opening stanza, which 
repreaentB the northern blast as drifting the snow to the 
very hearth of his wretched cottage. He then anticipates 
the period to which he seems so near, when the unequal 
distribution of external advantages may reach its extreme, 
and when his friend and he may l>e reduced to the 
condition of itinerant beggars. Evils of this condition 
he does not palliate, but soothes himself with the 
reflection that, after all the gifts of fortune are gone, those 
of nature will remain, and that they may still be happy 
in the possession of health, taste, ingenuity, and affection, 
and above all, in the cessation of fear, the chief poisoner 
of enjoyment, from having reached the lowest point of 
depression. The lines in which the mendicant poets are 
imaged, as exulting in the charms of creation, and in the 
exercise of a talent from which they had derived so little 
apparent benefit, are extremely pleasing — 

What tho', like coraiaoDers of air, 
We wander out, we know not where. 

But either hoose or hal'P 
Tet Nature's churraB. the bills and woods, 
The sweeping vales, and foaming floods, 

Are free alike to all. 
In ikys when daisies deck the ground, 

And blackbirds whiatle clear, 
With honest joy our hearts wiU bomid, 
To see the coining year. 

B when we please, then. 
We'll sit and sowtb a tune ; 
Syne rhyme till't, we'll time till't. 
And sing't whan we hae done. 
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The last two lines are among the few in which the 
difficulty of the measure produces a little feebleness. In 
a subsequent stanaa, he describes the advantages to be 
derived from adversity, with the facility of a practised 
versifier, and with a philosophy worthy of Epictetus — 

And, even should misfortunes come, 
I, here wha sit, hae met wi' some, 

An's thankfif for them yet : 
They gie the wit of age to yonth; 

They let ns ken oorseF ; 
They make ns see the naked truth, 
The real guid and iU. 

Tho' losses and crosses 
Be lessons right severe, 
There's wit there, ye'U get there, 
Ye'U fin' nae other where. 

He concluded by employing the common fable of 
Pegasus to express his fatigue and the necessity of repose 
from the exertion he had made; but by the strength of 
his conception and his happy choice of epithets, even 
this hackneyed allegory gains original interest under this 
management. No writer could set before our eyes, with 
greater brevity and at the same time with more distinct- 
ness, the picture of a jaded steed at the end of his stage. 

Prior to the Epistle, Bums had produced Poor Maillie 
and Winter, a Dirge, in the introductory stanza of which 
there is abundant proof of his talent for descriptive 
poetry. From these first fruits of the genius of Bums 
we see that it very suddenly shot up to maturity, and 
that in the use of the Scottish dialect little subsequent 
improvement was to be expected. In one department, 
however, room was still left for a further progress. By 
the diligent study and frequent composition of English 
verse, he might have attained a wider range of expression, 
and have thus found more latitude for the originality 
of his conceptions and the vagrancy of his fancy in a 
language, through the medium of which he would have 
greatly extended the circle of his admirers. To this he 
does not appear to have paid very serious attention; and 
therefore the last of his English productions, which is a 
prologue, written eight months before his death, evinces 
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no remarkaLle accession of power during the ten pre- 
ceding yeara. It is a fair imitation of tlial style of genteel 
and chastened sprightliness which is generally adopted in 
thusL' dramatic addresses ; but when contrasted with the 
humour of his other poems, it serves to confirm a remark 
which has frequently beeu made, that few can give full 
effect to a witty conception, unless by a lau^uage with 
which they are most familiar and in which they naturally 
think. Many Scotchmen, in companies where they can 
take the aid of their own vernacular dialect, show a rich 
vein of humour, which appears to desert them when 
restricted to English. This, perhaps, more than any 
constitutional or characteristic indisposition to liveliness, 
may be the cause why few Scotch writers have been 
eminent for humour. To the northern division of the 
empire English ia in some measure a foreign tongue; 
while Irish authors, who often excel in humour, enjoy 
the advantage of Ftpeaking from their cradle and being 
accustomed to couch their thoughts in the language which 
they are afterwards to write, with little more peculiarity 
than may be perceived in some of the provincial inhabi- 
tants of England. The Irish enjoy a further advantage 
in the similarity of their institutions, ecclesiastical and 
literarj-, political and legal, and of the terms and phrases 
connected with them, to those of the metropolitan country. 
On such topics a Scotchman might furnish many 
pleasantries higlJy amusing to his countrymen, but 
equally dull and unmeaning to the English public (which 
every subject of the empire ia now ambitious of address- 
ing), from its total ignorance of the professional usages 
and technical words on which his wit might be exercised. 

But to return from this digression: if we do not find in 
Burns indications of a regular and progressive improve- 
ment, we are certainly still further from finding anything 
of a contraiy nature. Tarn o' Shanter, one of his latest 
compositions, is also one of the most perfect and of the 
host sustained in the whole collection, combining, as an 
excellent critic has observed, the comic archness of Prior 
with the terrific sublimity of Shakespeare. His minor 
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productions nearly of the same period, such as the Whistle 
and the poem on Captain Oorse, evince at least no abate- 
ment of his former humour or ease of expression. 

The humour of Bums was original and successful. He 
had a strong propensity to view under a ludicrous aspect 
subjects which he thought zeal or superstition had invested 
with unnecessary or questionable sanctity. When beating 
for game, he delighted to push to the very confines of 
propriety, and to sport on the debatable line between 
sacred and profane. He was indeed scarcely excelled by 
Lucian himself, in that species of humour which is pro- 
duced by debasing objects of the most serious and solemn 
magnitude to the level of easy and indifferent familiarity. 
In the verses of Dr, Hornbook, where the poet relates his 
interview and social chat with Death, whose bony figure 
is drawn with equal drollery and correctness, how is the 
scythe of that dreaded being stripped of its terrors, when 
it only serves to suggest this homely and neighbourly 

address — 

Gold e'en fye, friend! ha'e ye been mawin' 
When ither folks are busy sawin'P 

Nor is the familiarity less, when Death, like the starved 
apothecary, pleads his poverty as an excuse for following 
an unpopidar calling — 

Folk maun do something for their bread, 
And sae maun Death. 

This poem has all the excellence of which its descrip- 
tion admits; and though humour be its groundwork, it 
is occasionally streaked with a vein of sublimity, as in the 
expression, ** it spak right howe," and in the incident when 
"the aidd kirk hammer strak the bell." This stroke 
puts the train of risible emotions to flight, and suddenly 
introduces another, more akin to apprehension, and a 
recollection of the tremendous personage who had been 
amusing us with his jokes. 

Nor was the power of Burns inferior in that description 
of humour which exalts insignificant things to a ludicrous 
dignity. Whether he addresses, or supplies language to, 
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inuiimate utd irratjoaal objecU, it ia bo suitable and 
unforn-d, ww! appesn so pr»Tely in earnest, aa to render 
the fable more delnsiTe and the personification more 
credilile ihan is commonlr the case in similar attempts. 
Hill Ttea Dogs exercise their reason with the most sober 
proprict}'. Hie Etct is a sagacioas and affectionate matron * 
Hie Ltnur ts a well-ecolded intruder. His Haggis a fair 
and portly personage, whose cotiiiteDance beams good 
humour and good cheer; and his Toothaehe an imp of 
torture, practised Jn all the arte of excruciation. On high 
pretensions, eaperially to dfvotinnal austerily, Bums had 
no nierey ; nor on that popular weakness which lets fancy's 
rovercncp for rt-ligion hrget a sort of coaxing and effemi- 
nate tenderness for the person of its ministers. This 
apjiears in a variety of his poems, where he applies the 
Hcoiirgf of irony with all the force and cordiality of Butler. 
Kvpn follieB, which had more of his approbation, do not 
(•■rape entirely; anil it ia amusing to observe how dexter- 
DUiily \w contrives, by way of a nominal execution of the 
law, l« touch, but not to wound, them with the rod ; for 
in hi* praises of thoughtless dissipation there is frequently 
(t ihmle of riilicule, though so thin and slight as to be 
»can'i>ly [lerceptible. 

In thi' lyrical effusions of Bums, we find examples of the 
li^'hl and airy, the plaintive and pathetic, and the 
uriiiiiuting and exalted. The few which he left of the last 
diwiriptiun are in so noble a spirit that we cannot help 
ivjjrcltinu: the smallness of their number: but he was led 
by Ihi' old Scottish ballads, which he proposed to himself 
Hs niodiils, into a preference of the style of iuacreon to 
tilut of 'I'yrtaeus. Without departing from his models, 
hiiwovitr, he found room for admission of those tender 
■nittiiutmta to which his heart was always open. Separation 
(null what we love, either by distance of time or distance 
vi plmw, is a circumstance of which the recollection most 
(wiwvvfully awakens that "joy of grief" so often felt by 
ttkituU at i(>nsihi]ity. In this feeling there is more plea- 
suw hvm the (Certainty of what we have formerly enjoyed 
than pain from regretting that it is past. It is partly 
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owing to the conBciousness of having secured our natural 
portion of the blessings of life, that we can look with 
benignity, and even with superiority on the young who 
are enjoying them at present, but whose portion is still 
uncertain. This species of sentiment, in which triumph 
•is softened by a "not unpleasing melancholy," Horace 
expresses beautifully in the following lines: — 

. . . nie potens sui 
Laetusqne deget, cui licet in diem 
Dizisse vixi. 

Or in the spirited version of Dryden — 

Happy the man, and happy he alone, 

He who can call to-day his own, 

He who, secure within, can say 

To-morrow do thy worst, for I have liv'd to-day. 

Sentiments akin to that which I have described, har- 
monising so happily with the mixture of vivacity and 
pensiveness which prevails in the Scottish airs, were also 
suited to the mind of Bums, in which mirth and melan- 
choly were almost co-existent. They accordingly appear 
with exquisite effect in many of his songs, as in Avid Lang 
Syne and John Anderson^ where the characters at once 
regret and exult in the. mutual pleasure of former days. 
It was the felicity of Bums, as it is the province of 
genius, to exhibit the whole state of the mind by a single 
expression; and when the two friends recall their 
" paidling in the bum," or the old couple their feelings 
of satisfied recollection, shaded by graver thoughts in the 
one case, of the troubles by which they had long been 
separated; and in the other, of the speedy dissolution of 
their union, for which a common grave is but a melancholy 
consolation. 

In like manner, when the force of affection is softened 
down by the distance of its objects to a mild and wistful 
tenderness of thought, which is disposed to enliven its 
vivacity, by laying hold of. every association, it produces 
a sentiment congenial to the mind of the poet and to the 
music of his country. This sentiment is finely brought 
out in Of cH the Airts the Wind can blato, I look to the West 
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ickcn I gae to my rett, Mufing on the Roaring Ocean, and 
several more of the Bong^s. In some, the poet surrenders 
himeelf ratirely to sadness without the slightest mixture 
of gaiety, as in the touching strain of Highland Mary, 
of which it may be eaid, in his own words— 

O nocht but love &nd sorrow join'd 

Sic notes of woe could wauken. 

Here the vein of grief is pure from any harsh or reproach- 
ful emotion, aa he mourns no breach of affection but 
merely a blow of Providence. But in the Banks of Dot. 
a tone of accusation is mingled with that of complaint; 
and in Had I a cave on sotite wiid distant shore, he rises to 
a burst of despair so indignant, that for the perfidy of a 
single individual he would abandon the whole of her 
species. He can thus varj- the note of amatory anguish 
without any failure of execution. 

In personating more fortunate lovers, he shows no less 
ability and acquaintance with all the shapes and shades 
of his subject. Whether he pour forth efFusious of 
impassioned admiration, vows of fidelity, or fears for the 
safety of their object; and whether he assume the male 
or female character, his expressions are so penetrating and 
faithful to nature, as to show that his experience in the 
first of these characters, and his observation of the last, 
had been equally extensive and exact. 

When he gives exclusive indulgence to his perception of 
the ludicrous, his representations are as amusing by their 
variety as they are admirable for their comic truth. In 
Duncan Gray we see the fear of prolonging coyness beyond 
the prudent point, and in Lnit May a hraw wooer, the 
operation of jealousy in a vulgar mind exhibited with 
amusing archneas; while in Whittle o'er the lai'e o't and 
Husband, husband, cease your strife we have specimens of 
nuptial antipathy, not surpassed by anything which this 
fertile subject has suggested to ancient or modem 
e pigramm atists . 

Every reader must have observed with what strokes of 
delicate and original description the songs, as well as the> 
other performances of Bums, are embellished; and in 
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the former, poetical description is in its proper place, being 
sabaervient and auxiliary to sentiment. Thus, in Bonny 
loisie, wiU ye go, we liave this fine picture — 

White o'er the linn the bomie pours, 
And rising weets wi' misty showers 
The birks of Aberfeldie. 

And in Cc^ the Ewes — 

We'll gae down by Glonden side, 
Thro' the hasels spreading wide, 
O'er the waves that sweetly glide. 

To the moon sae clearly. 
Yonder Clonden's silent towers, 
Where at moonshine's midnight hours, 
O'er the dewy bending flowers 

Fairies dance sae cheery. 

It were endless to enumerate the beauties of these 
charming ballads, but it is impossible to pass without 
notice the convivial songs, such as Willie brewed a peck 
of maltf in which the whole spirit of good fellowship seems 
to be concentrated; or the martial odes of Wallace and 
Farewell, thou fair day, in which, from their vehemence 
and grandeur, mT>re than in any of his other compositions, 
we see the poet placed on the tripod and swelling with the 
Pythian afflatus. 

The songs of Bums are consecrated by a popularity, 
against the decisions of which it is idle to dispute. From 
the cottage to the palace, and from the Ganges to the 
Ohio, they are in the mouths of all by whom the British 
language is spoken; and the Scottish melodies are now 
employed to introduce the verses, as the verses formerly 
sung to them were employed to introduce the music. 

Tet with all their excellence, it is perhaps among the 
songs of Bums that we shall find his least successful 
attempts as a poet. He seems to have tasked himself to 
their composition, without waiting for the moment of 
inspiration or for that propitious disposition of mind and 
body, when ideas and expressions meet with co-operating 
fluency. From those, for example, beginning O saw ye 
honnie Leslie and saw ye my dear, my Phdy, had they 
been anonymous, we should certainly have been led to form 
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no high idea of the pow^n of the writer. Many of the 
aongs, too, which would havp appeared delightful, etandin^ 
aingly, lose a part of their charm when collected, from a 
monotony in their eubjects, images, and thoughts. The 
subject in most of them is praise or description of a yonng 
woman, and though the poet has done his utmost to vary 
his portraits they still retain an unavoidable likeness. 
The recorrence of the same images is also observable. 
We meet with "the rose-bud," "the daisy," and the 
" scented birka," the freshness of morning and the fairness 
of spring, the " graceful air," and the " een of bonny blue," 
with a frequency which weakens their interest ; and it 
may be added that the efforts of the author to diversify 
his asaervations of constancy, and his description of love 
pangs, betray him sometimes into hyperbolical adjurations 
and comparisons, with which few of his readers can 
sympathise. Such, at least in my mind, are some passages 
oi the verses to Clarinda and of the song, Whtre braving 
angry winter's shies. 

It is unpleasant to observe that Bums can scarcely ever 
introduce a female into his verses without stating himself 
in the character of her lover. This appears chiefly in his 
songs, many of which are intended as complimentary to 
some female acquaintance, and his love is the unfailing 
compliment to all. But Itis excessive subdivision of this 
exhaustlesB article reduces any single portion of it to a 
very insigni£cant value. We have no othiT alternative 
than to suppose that he either adorned a plurality of 
these idols at once, or passed with unusual rapidity from 
one to another, or that his feelings were altogether ficti- 
tious, and his amatory polytheism employed merely by 
way of poetical machinery. All of these suppositions are 
offensive, yet all of them, in part, admissible. Burns was 
certainly so lavish of this admiration as to justify the belief 
that he could shift it very easily from one object to 
another, or that, by a sort of superfetation of passions, he 
could direct it to more than one at a time. But it is 
probable that he might be led into this s^Ie chiefly by 
catching the spirit of the popular Scotch songs, which he 
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was dedrons to imitate; and haying ayoided, according 
to the wish of his employers, their vulgarity and grossness, 
he might think himself entitled to indulgence in retaining 
all their warmth of passion which was so congenial to his 
own taste. 

There is a certain feeling of which every man is more 
or less conscious, but of which the degree is extremely 
different in different individuals. This is the distinction 
which our affections, in all cases, make between the sexes. 
Even when age or consanguinity must exclude the slightest 
sentiment of love, there is still in our regard for a female 
a delicate peculiarity, imperceptibly borrowed from that 
sentiment which is never blended even with the strongest 
of our male attachments. Our affection for a mother, 
a sister, or a niece is different from what we feel for 
the corresponding connections of our own sex. We do 
not only desire the esteem of the former, but we wish to 
stand favourably in their eye for those qualities which 
are exclusively mascidine; qtialities which women are 
formed to admire, without wishing to rival, and prone 
to encourage by the tacit flattery of looking up to them 
for protection. This instinct and innocent gallantry is, 
in one case, finely discriminated by Gibbon: — "The rela- 
tion," says he, " of a brother and a sister, especially if they 
do not marry, appears to me of a very singular nature. It 
is a familiar and tender friendship with a female mind 
about our own age; an affection, perhaps, softened by 
the secret influence of sex, but pure from any mixture 
of sensual desire, the sole species of Platonic love that 
can be indulged with truth and without danger." To this 
it may be added that, if the " secret influence of sex " at 
all assist in the pleasure of the connection which Gibbon 
describes, it will operate with much less secrecy, though 
more or less modified and subdued by the character of the 
individual, when its only check is one so easily surmount- 
able as difference of station. 

In no man was this sentiment of sexuality more powerful 
or apparent than in Bums. The presence of women, 
whatever were their age or rank, produced an evident 
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and instant revolution in his manner. The tone of his 
conTersation and demeanour changed, and he endeavonred 
to recommend himself to their preference by other powers 
of pleasing than he had practised before. Nor were these 
powers employed without success; for even to those who 
could not for a moment have admitted a thought of Bums 
ae a lover, they were accompanied with an undefined and 
ambiguous gratificattoa, of which a lady could find no 
clearer description than saying " that she had been com- 
pletely carried off her feet by the bard." To the strength 
of this sentiment, unqualified hy proper discipline, may 
be imputed that c^instant tendency to the language of love 
which the productions of Bums betray. He could view 
no woman as an object of poetical praise without viewing 
her also as an object of tender passion. In his mind the 
two ideas were almost inseparable, owing to that adoration 
of the other sex which made an important part of his 
character, and which was increased by a pride which we 
see him indulge in the consciousness of its vehemence, 
even when affecting to confess it as a weakness. 

The prose writings of Bums consist almost solely of his 
correspondence, and are therefore to be considered as pre- 
senting no suthcient criterion of hia powers. Epistolary 
effusions, being a sort of written conversation, participate 
in many of the advantages and defects of discourse. They 
materially vary both in subject and manner with the 
character of the person addressed, to which the mind of 
their author, for the moment, assumes an affinity. To 
equals they are familiar and neglif^ent, and to superiors 
they can scarcely avoid that transition to careful effort 
and studied correctness, which the behaviour of the writer 
would undergo when enU>ring the presence of those to 
whom his talents were his only introduction. Burns, 
from the luwness of his origin, found himself inferior in 
rank to all hi'i correspondents except his father and 
brother; and although the superiority of his penius should 
have done more than correct this disparity of condition, 
yet between pretensions so incommensurable it is difficult 
to produce a perfect equality. Bums evidently laboura 
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to reason himself into a feeling of his completeness, but 
the very frequency of his efforts betrays his dissatisfaction 
with their success, and he may therefore be considered 
as writing under the influence of a desire to create, 
or to preserve, the admiration of his correspondents. In 
this object he must certainly have succeeded, for if his 
letters are deficient in some of the charms of epistolary 
writing the deficiency is supplied by others. If they 
occasionally fail in colloquial ease and simplicity, they 
abound in genius— in richness of sentiment and strength 
of expression. The taste of Bums, according to the 
judgment of Professor Stewart, was not sufficiently correct 
and refined to relish chaste and artless prose, but was 
captivated by writers who labour their periods into a 
pointed and antithetical brilliancy. What he preferred 
he would naturally be ambitious to imitate, and though 
he might have seen better models, yet those which were 
his choice he has imitated with success. Even in poetry, 
if we may judge from his few attempts in English heroic 
measure, he was as far from attaining, and perhaps from 
desiring to attain, the flowing sweetness of Goldsmith, 
as he is in his letters from aiming at the graceful ease 
of Addison, or the severe simplicity of Swift. Bums, 
in his prose, seems never to have forgotten that he was a 
poet; but though his style may be taxed with occasional 
luxuriance and with the admission of crowded, and even 
of compounded, epithets, few will deny that genius is 
displayed in their invention and application, as few will 
deny that there is eloquence in the harangue of an 
Indian Sachem, although it may not be in the shape to 
which we are accustomed, nor pruned of its flowers by the 
critical exactness of a British orator. 

It is to be observed, however, that Bums could diversify 
his style with great address to suit the taste of his various 
correspondents, and that, when he occasionally swells it 
into declamation or stiffens it into pedantry, it is for 
the amusement of an individual whom he knew it would 
amuse, and should not be mistaken for the style which 
he thought most proper for the public. The letter to 
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his faUier, for whom he had a deep veneraKon, and of 
whose applause he was no doubt desirous, is written with 
care but with no exuberance. It is Rrave, pious, and 
g'loomy, like the mind of the person who was to receive it. 
In his correflpondence with Dr. Blair, Mr. Stewart, Mr. 
Graham, and Mr. Erskine, hia style has a respectful 
propriety and a regulated vigour, which show a just 
conception of what became himself and suited his relation 
with the persons whom he addressed. He writes to Mr. 
Nicol in a vein of strong and ironical extravagance, which 
was congenial to the manner and adapted to the taste 
of his firiend. To his female correspondents, without 
excepting the venerable Mrs. Dunlop. he is lively and 
sometimes romantic, and a skilful critic may perceive his 
pen under the influence of that tenderness for the feminine 
character which has been already noticed. In short, 
through the whole collection we see varioiis shades trf 
gravity and care, or of sportive pomp and intentional 
affectation, according to the familiarity which subsisted 
between the writer and the person for whose exclusive 
perusal he wrote. And, before we estimate the merit 
of any single letter, we should know the character of 
I>oth correspondents and the measure of their intimacy. 
These remarks are suggested by the objections of a dis- 
tinguished critic to a letter which was communicated to 
Mr. Cromek, without its address, by the author of this 
memoir, and which occurs at p. 116 of the Reliqtua. 
The censure would, perhaps, have been softened had the 
circle been aware that the tumidity which he blames 
was no seriou.i attempt at fine writing, but merely a playful 
effusion in mock-heroic to divert a friend whom he had 
formerly succet'ded in diverting with similar sallies. 

Burns was sometimes happy in short complimentary 
address, of which a specimen is subjoined. It is inscribed 
on the blank leaf of a book presented (o Mrs. Graham of 
Fintry, from which it was copied by that lady's pemuBsion. 

To Mrs. Graham of Fintry. 

It U probable, madam, that thia page may be read when the 
band Ibiit now writes it ahall be motildering in the dost. May it 
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then bear witness that I present yon these volnmes as a tribute 
of gratitude, on my part ardent and sincere, as your and Mr. 
Oraham's goodness to me has been generous and noble! May 
every child of yours, in the hour of need, find such a friend, as I 
shall teach every child of mine that their father found you. 

BOBBBT BlTRNS. 

The letters of Bums may, on the whole, be regarded as 
a yaluable offering to the public. They are curious as 
evidences of his genius, and interesting as keys to his 
character, and they can scarcely fail to command the 
admiration of all who do not measure their pretensions 
by an unfair standard. 

Having been so copious in proof and in praise of the 
genius of Bums, I may be more easily pardoned for 
noticing some of his literary defects. The most striking 
of these was incorrectness of taste and carelessness in 
exercising the judgment which he possessed. Of the 
thoughts which occurred to him he did not instantly 
perceive, or take any pains to examine, which should 
be retained and which rejected; nor could he, without 
reluctance, sacrifice ingenuity to a sense of decorum which 
he had taught himself to deride. He surrendered himself 
too loosely to the stream of his reflections, and in the 
act of writing forgot the precaution of stating himself 
in the situation of a reader. The good sense which 
guided his conversation would have been equally service- 
able had he chosen to consult it in guiding his composi- 
tion, and if he had carried in his mind the idea of 
reciting his poems to a company of all sexes and descrip- 
tions, many a passage of too gross and naked a character 
would have been surpassed. Apologists may urge that his 
poems were originally written without any prospect of 
their publication, and that, to the circle of his acquaintance, 
from the rusticity of the lower class and {he libertinism 
of the higher, he knew by their taste in conversation the 
indelicacy of his wit would be half its charm. But it is 
not to be denied that, after he had rectched a distinction, 
which must have convinced him that whatever he wrote 
was written for the public, he shows little amendment. 
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some of his latest productiona being as offenaive ae the 
earliest. 

He was likewise too apt to Introduce into a poem a 
tkouglit which did not harmonise with the rest, and 
which interrupt* the train of sentiment that had been 
previously excited. A desire to pay conipliments to his 
friends made him sometimes choose improper and unex- 
pected places for them, without conaidcring how far he 
would be accompanied by the feelings of his reader. In 
this manner he disturbs the process nf imagination in the 
Brigs of A;/r to praise a favourite fiddler, and he injures 
the unity of that poem, as well as of hia Viswn, by mixing 
real and fancied persons. The effect is nearly the same 
as if a painter of some historical event should injudiciously 
rompose his group of portraits of his friends whethi-r 
their physiognomy might suit the characters or not. 

In one or two pansages we see Bums grappling with 
an idea which appeaj^ to master him. and which, either 
from perplexity in the conception or from a defect of 
expression, he fails to bring out with distinctness. This 
is always unpleaaing. In works of genius, as in the 
works of nature, the limit of power should never appear; 
the imagination lieing thus led to conceive it much greater 
than its efFecta display. A poet should therefore abandon 
every idea which he has not expressed both with clearness 
and with energy, because the boundaries of his ability 
are thus discoveretl, and the deception of it« indefinite 
extent removed. Yet. in the two last lines of the follow- 
ing passage. Burns aeems to have violated this maxim, 
for their meaning (to me at least) is far from being 
obvious : — 

And when the bard, or hoar; sage, 
Cbsrm or insinict the future age. 
The; biod the wild, poetic ragb. 

In energ;. 
Or point (he incoaHusiFe page 

Full on the eye. — Tuion- 

To another stanza, which occura in An Earmsi Cry 
and Prayer, the aame objection may be made — 
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Sages their Bolemn een may steek, 
And raise a philosophic reek, 
And physically causes seek, 

In clime and season; 
But tell me whisky's name in Greek, 

m tell the reason. 

The bad effect of this stanza is heightened by its position 
between a passage of exalted pathos and one of exquisite 
huihour. Other instances of the same kind might be 
added, but I shall content myself with observing, that on 
three different occasions he endeavours to illustrate or 
enliven his meaning by comparisons borrowed from a 
pack of cards, and in each, to my apprehension, he is 
unsuccessful, with the additional disadvantage of being 
compelled, by the rhyme, to pronounce the word carts, 
which to all but the inhabitants of the south-west of 
Scotland will appear a forced and arbitrary accommodation. 

Bums, like Milton, Butler, and many others, was some- 
times led to display his knowledge at the hazard of 
impairing the progressive admiration of his reader. We 
have instances of this kind in his verses to J. S., where 
he introduces the technical terms in music, and in the 
poem on Dr. Hornbook, where he enumerates the materia 
mediea of the doctor's shop. He was likewise unreasonable 
in showing his acquaintance with the politics and public 
characters of the day; as in the same verses to J. S., 
where he enfeebles a very animated passage by introducing 
the names of Pitt and Dempster. Such allusions may, 
no doubt, please when they offer some striking illustration 
of important characters or events, but for this apology 
the information of Bums was too slight and casual; or, 
as Dr. Blair once observed to me, ^^His politics had too 
much of the smith's shop." In several of his productions, 
especially in his letters, he occasionally glances at classical 
and scientific topics with an ease and familiarity which 
may lead some to suspect that he wished to gain credit 
for more erudition than he possessed. It must be remem- 
bered, however, that he was an intense, though irregular, 
reader, and that the knowledge which he had accumulated 
before the end of his life was by no means contemptible. 
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In the more mechanical poi-t of poetry, or that which 
relates to rhyme and meaBurfi, Burns permitted himaelf 
to be too easily satifified. Hin rhymi-a. particularly in 
liis Bongs, are often extremely imperfect, and his lines 
sometimes eked out with expletive syllables which are 
offensive lo the least fastidious ear. These defects dis- 
please the reader and depreciate the writer, from the 
same principle which waa stated in the preceding para- 
graph. They betray a want of power in the poet to 
accomplish what he aims at, and a practical confession 
that his command of language is not unlimited. If 
rhymes are employed at all, they ought to be exact, and, 
if not so, we conclude that the difficulty of couching his 
meaning in the desirable form is one which the poet 
was unable to surmount. When, for example, we meet 
with sounds so ill suited as toeher and water, with such 
abbreviations as Cahdonie, or with inspird hards feebly 
drawn out from three to five syllables in insjnrld hardies, 
we see genius driven to its shifts, and suspend that 
astonishment and admiration which we felt while every 
difficulty appeared to sink before it. It is evident that 
Bums had great confidence in the facility of his versifica- 
tion, for he boldly undertakes any measure, however 
arduous or complicated, and, in general, he is singularly 

BUCCeMful. 

Notwithstanding the demands of metrical convenience, 
both halves of his couplets are commonlv of equal vigour, 
yet the following lines in Tarn o' Skantrr may. |ierhaps, 
appear an exception, every idea contained in the first 
being, with a very unimportant difference, repeated in 
the second — 

Fiva tomahawkB wi' bludB red-rusted, 
Five scytnitafB wi' mnrder crusted. 

Instances of imitation may be discovered in the poems 
of Burns, hut they are neither numerous nor unpleasant. 
Pretenders to genius are frequently detectetl by their 
false judgments of the productions of rival artists, and by 
envious struggles to lower to their own level that merit 
to which they perceive themselves unable to rise. But 
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the characteristic of true genius is to feel with vehemence, 
to admire with enthusiasm, and to emulate with vigour 
and with hope the excellence of those who have preceded 
them in their favourite department. If their judgment 
err at all, it will probably be in ascribing, from excessive 
admiration of the art, an excess of merit to the artist. In 
Bums this mark of genius was very perceptible. His 
love of poetry was such as to call fortb a predilection, not 
very justly measured, for those who, in attempting the 
practice of it, had shown themselves affected by the same 
passion. The poets who fell first into his hands were not 
the best, but as they were the best he knew he admired 
them with his natural ardour; and though he afterwards 
rose himself far beyond them, they seem to have always 
retained a portioji of his early regard. It is commoidy 
in imitation that genius, if preceded by any near 
approaches to his own conception of excellence, begins 
its exertions. It rises first from the ground by the aid 
and example of others, but when fairly launched into 
the air and made sensible of its own intrinsic buoyancy, 
exultation in the discovery urges it to a higher flight 
than had been achieved by its instructors. We need not 
be surprised, therefore, if in the most original poets 
vestiges of imitation are occasionally observed. In Virgil 
they are frequent, and not less so in Milton, though he 
was superior in invention, perhaps, to all other poets. In 
Bums they are wonderfully rare, when we consider the 
comparative disadvantages under which he laboured. The 
great writers just mentioned were by a regular education 
in some measure bred to poetry. The best models were 
put into their hands: they were taught what to attempt 
and what to avoid, and, above all, to beware of the servility 
of imitation. But Bums set out without a guide; his 
understanding had to discriminate and form rules for 
itself; and the spark of his genius, with no gentle breath 
to cherish it into a flame, waited to be kindled by the 
passing breeze. He seems always to have been conscious 
of a strength of talents beyond what he observed around 
him, but he was ignorant of its extent and afraid to listen 
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to the persuasions of hie consclotisness. Wliilp other 
poets, therefore, bepan with imitatinp; the masters of 
their art, the first aspirations of Burns were to make some 
approximation to the songs of the Evergreen, or the poems 
of Fergusson and Ramsay. Yet, though ho borrowed from 
these authors the form of some of his earlier compositions, 
the moment he began to write and to fee] the impulse of 
his own original powers, he scorned to be indebted to 
them for anything more. Having once entered the path 
which they had opened to him, he trod it in a manner 
entirely his own, and can no more be charged with imita- 
tion in adopting what others had found a convenient 
vehicle for their thoughts, than the epic or dramatic 
poets who divide their works after the common example 
into books or acts. It might be expected that the ideas 
of those authors whom Bums had read with so voracious 
a relish, at an age when impressions are strongest, should 
have blended themselves with his own, and when he began 
to write have been insensibly produced as original notions. 
This has seldom happened, but in a few instances we find 
a resemblance to prior compositions strong enough to 
justify a presumption that it may have proceeded from 
the cause which has been described. On comparing the 
two following quotations, the similarity of the thought 
is apparent: — 

Bnt gallant Roger, like a Boger, 
Stood, and bravely fought, man ; 

Tm wse to tell, at last he feU, 

But me down wi' him brought, man. 

At point of death, wi' his last lireath, 
Borne atanding round in ring, man, 

On's bock lying flat, he wav'd hie hat, 

And cried, God save the King, man. — SkiTviag. 

But bring a Scotchman frae his hill. 
Clap in hia cheek a Highland gill, 
Say, BUch is Royal George's will, 

And there's the foo ; 
He hcks nae thought but hoir to kill 

Twa at a blow. 

Nae eauld faint-hearted doubtingn teaze him, 
Death comes, wi' tearless «'e he sees him ; 
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Wi' Uiiidy hand, s welcome gies him; 

And when he £»'8, 
His latest dimnght o* breathing leases 

In faint hnaias! — Bunu. 



The first of these passages presents the picture of an 
individual, and the second that of a class. Both are 
highly animated; but in the warmth of poetical imagery 
that of Bums must be allowed the superiority. 

There is a considerable similarity between the elegy on 
Poor MaiUie and the ballad of the Ewie wH the crooked 
horn, though it consists rather in the general strain and 
spirit of the piece than in particular passages. The 
ewes of both poets seem to have been on the same footing 
of companionable &miliarity and objects of the same 
domestic tenderness. 

The following lines bear a slight resemblance both in 
the sentiment and in the turn of expression: — 

It's no the claes that we hae worn, 

Frae aff her back sae often shorn, 

The loss o' thae we could ha'e borne, Ac. — Skinner. 

It's no the loss o* warl's gear 

That could sae bitter draw the tear, Ac. — Bums. 

Indeed, I think that onr gnidwife 
Will never get aboon't aya'. — Skinner. 

His heart wiU never get aboon 

His MaiUie dead. — Bunu. 

I once asked Bums if, in composing the passages which 
have been quoted, he had not been insensibly indebted 
to the verses which are compared with them, and he 
answered (if I rightly recollect) that he suspected he had. 

This ballad is quoted as it was usually sung in Ayrshire 
about the time of Bums's appearance. 

It may be observed that when Bums employs the 
English exclusively, even on sublime and serious subjects, 
he seems to think under constraint ; and that the finest of 
his poems are either wholly in his native dialect, which 
he could wield at will, or those where he gradually slides 
into English, only after his fancy had been elevated to 
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K coatempt of obetmctioii, aad his ideaa hail begrm to 
flovr in the channrl which his mind had selected while 
enjoyiaf^ Ihp almoet ease and frv«dom in ita operations. 
Of this description are the I' uien and The CntUr's Saturday 
HiyhL It may be doubted, however, if the change, even 
when he excels in both styles, be altogether agreeable, 
as it implies an acknowledgment that English is the 
langnsge best snited to the occasion, and that the best 
has not been uniformly adopted. 

Boms once informed me, in describing his mode of 
composition, that, having the advantage of a most exact 
and retentive memory, he never committed his verses to 
writing till he had touched and re-touched them in bis 
mind, and had brought them to that state in which he 
would admit of no further alteration. This by no meanis 
contradicts his assertion that they were " the effect of 
easy composition, but of laborious correction." It only 
shows that the labour was mentally performed. The same 
mr'tbod of composing is said to have been preferred by 
llray, and it is remarkable that, notwithstanding all their 
care, both these poets abound, more than moat of their 
eraim^iit con tern porariee, with iraperfcct rhymes. The ear 
is perhaps less scmpulous than the eye, and a false rhyme 
may have i-scaped from the attention not being called to 
the appearance and orthography of the words during the 
imic^esfl of revision. 

The nvcmioii of Bums to adopt alterations which were 
pi'riiKMi'd to him, after having fully satisfied his own tast^^ 
with tlic stul^' of his productions, is apparent from his 
■(•ttero. In one passage he says that he never accepted 
ftliy iif till' corrections of the Edinburgh literati, except in 
1tii> ihiluiii'e of I) Kingle word. If his admirers should be 
ilpnlmiis i" know (his single word I am able to gratifj' 
iht^itl, «« I hap|M>ned to be present when the criticism 
WW lUttili*. It wuM ut tbe table of a gentleman of literary 
wl>'l*''U,V, wlio obiicrved that, in two lines of tlie H(Jy 

#\tlV', lit'Kiniiing " For U speela the holy door," the 

\nA vniftit whicli was originally salvation, ought from his 
^M^l|stl(tn u( tlio preacher to be damnation. This change, 
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both embittering the satire and introducing a word to 
which Bums had no dislike, met with his instant and 
enthusiastic approbation. " Excellent ! " he cried, with 
great warmth; ''the alteration shall be made; and I 
hope you will allow me to say in a note from whose sugges- 
tion it proceeds " ; a request which the critic, with great 
good humour but with equal decision, refused. On the 
subject of correction, however, Bums was not always so 
inflexible as he represents himself. We see him frequently 
yielding to the taste of Mr. Thomson, and he bent, though 
with "murmuring reluctance," even to the "iron justice" 
of Dr. Gregory. 

In contemplating the genius of Burns, we are naturally 
disposed to consider whether it could have been success- 
fully directed to some longer and more elaborate work 
than any which he has left. For various reasons I am 
inclined to think that oi this there was but little pro- 
bability. His want of a regular education, and of those 
habits of periodical study by which the mind can pause 
without breaking the continuity of a work and easily 
resume it at the point where it had been suspended, would 
have been unfavourable to his prosecution of an operose 
or extensive design. His hours of composition were desul- 
tory and uncertain. When a favourite idea laid hold of 
his mind, he would cherish it till his heated imagination 
threw it ofi in verse, and when the paroxysm ceased he 
was done with it. The patient and progressive execution 
of an epic or dramatic work requires an apprenticeship 
to the art of writing, a steady discipline of the thoughts, 
and a power of putting them daily in motion from the 
hope of a distant reversion of fame. For such qualifica- 
tions Bums was by no means remarkable. We can 
perceive in some of his pieces that when he had been 
prevented from finishing them during the first effer- 
vescence of fancy, his original ideas had evaporated, and 
before he returned to his composition the state of his mind 
had undergone such a change as to render the sequel very 
different from what the outset had led us to expect. This 
is particularly observable in his Brigs of Ayr and in the 
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Winter Night. The first of these poems opens with a 
description, to which nothicf; superior can be foiiniJ in 
the records of poetry. The spirits of the bri|:;B then begin 
their controversy, which is no less adniirable, but the 
altercation breaks off and the potm makes a (ransitiun 
into a different strain. A train of allegorical beings are 
introduced in a dance upon the ice, and though this part 
contains some beautiful lines, yet it does not harmonise 
exactly with what follows : for, had the poet foreseen that 
his group was to contain personages of so grave and 
dignified a character as Learning, Worth, and Peace, he 
would scarcely have engaged them in the violent and 
merry movements of a strathspey. This piece exhibits 
very plainly the diajectae mernhrae poetae, but it is surely 
deficient in unity of design. 

The Winter Night, like the Brigs, sets out with descrip- 
tion very powerfully executed, and in language decidedly 
Scotch, but it passes abruptly to English, and, in my 
apprehension, to a tone more nearly within the compass 
of an ordinary poet. On this point it is with great 
diffidence I allow my judgment to disagree with that of 
Dr. Currie, yet it has always appeared to me that we 
might conceive the two different portions of this poem 
to be the work of different authors, or of the same author 
at hours when the tide of inspiration had risen to very 
unequal heights. Other writers are no doubt liable to 
similar inequalities, but in Bums they were greater, from 
the superior vehemence and proportional remission of 
feeling, under the pressure of which he was urged to 
composition. When a subject ceased to interest him 
strongly, it was abandoned for a new one which posHessed 
this power ; and when he did not write with all the virida 
ri/f iinimi. he was apt to let the vigour of his conceptions 
relax with the vivacity of his emotions, a circumstance 
which must have weakened his chance of excellence as a 
dramatic or even as a didactic poet. 

To this view it may be objected that Ramsay and Bloom- 
field, without the habits of systematic study, have succeeded 
in these two departments of composition. But it would 
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be doing Bums injustice to reduce him to the level of 
either of those writers, whose genius wanted force to reach 
the elevation to which the former could occasionally soar, 
and whose humbler flight could be longer and more steadily 
maintained. In any species of writing Bums would 
certainly have produced passages to the splendour of which 
neither Ramsay nor Bloomfleld could aspire; but it may 
be doubted whether he could have finished a work ot 
equal length, and at the same time so uniformly sup- 
ported, as the Gentle Shepherd, or the Farmer's Boy, A 
long poem becomes at times a task; and from some of 
the songs of Bums, which he obliged himself to compose 
even under unpropitious circumstances, we may perceive 
marks of compulsory exertion, by which, if they had 
occurred in a longer essay, the effect of the finer passages 
would have been impaired. 

In making these remarks, I am led to conjecture what 
alterations might have been produced on the character 
and destiny of the poet if he had been regularly trained 
as a man of letters. It may, at first sight, have an air of 
paradoxical absurdity to compare the dissipated and 
irreverent ploughman of Kyle with the strict and orthodox 
moralist of Lichfield; yet, on further consideration, the 
absurdity will perhaps be diminished. In the radical 
characters of Bums and Johnson there were some points 
of close resemblance, and though they terminated in a 
wide disparity, yet we must remember that a slight devia- 
tion at the centre becomes greet at the circumference, 
and that at their outset they were turned into paths which 
took a direction almost diametrically opposite. Both were 
endowed by nature with the same intellectual grasp, with 
the same richness of imagination, the same tenacity of 
memory, the same appetite for knowledge, the same pre- 
ference for exploring human nature, the same colloquial 
supremacy, the same atrabilious temperament, the same 
desire to resist it by convivial exertion, the same stem 
independence, the same natural partiality, and the same 
violence of passion and obstinacy of prejudice. Had Bums 
spent his boyhood in the shop of a bookseller, or among 
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the membere of a cathedral ; bad he afterwards removed to 
college witji nothing to depend upon but regularity of 
oondnct and force of application ; and had he finally, with 
all the power of talent thus acquired, become a daily 
labourer in the literary vineyard, it eeema by no means 
unlikely that the natural resemblance which has been 
stated might have been confirmed and incieased by the 
opetation of similar causes. In poetry, both humorous 
and pathetic, he would certainly have been superior to 
Johnson, and probably equal to him in prose. His con- 
versation would have been distinguished by a piercing 
insight into the heart, and by pointed and luminous eipres- 
siou ; and that predominance which he would have enjoyed, 
he might have had no scruple occasionally to exert with 
tyrannical severity on an opponent. Neither does it seem 
at ull impossible that his dark and luxuriant sensibility, 
under the constant check of learned and virtuous society, 
and of principles or prejudices derived from early disci- 
pline, might have overflown in devotional ardour, religious 
terrors, and jealous predilection for the national Church, 
and for the ecclesiastical order of which he would probably 
have been a member. On the other hand, to borrow 
illustration from reversing the picture, had Johnson been 
bred among the lowest peasantry of u district where 
the prevalence of illicit trade had almost annihilated all 
medium between a total debaucherj" of moral feeling and 
a puritanical austerity, in which reflecting minds could 
with difliculty acquiesce, I see little to prevent the supposi- 
tion that he niight have been as remarkable as Burns for 
extraordinary strength and frequent misdirection of 
native intellect. By some it may be thought that the 
devotion of Burns to female beauty would have disturbed 
this process ; but it appears from all the views of JohnBon's 
character which we have received, that his appetites were 
as gross and his passions as importunate as those of the 
poet, though varied causes had enabled him to govern 
them with greater power. Bums, indeed, was more 
favoured in personal appearance and had acquired by 
early practice more of that insinuating gaiaty and tender- 
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ness which wind their way into the hearts of the fair, but 
if he had been immured till twenty-five within the 
monastic precincts of a college, the shyness and awkward- 
ness, so common in professional scholars, would have 
diminished his qualifications for a companionable inter- 
course with women, and his pride would have deterred 
him from soliciting their favour while conscious that the 
disgrace of a repulse was so probable. Even if this had 
not been its effect, a gallantry begun so late and under 
such restraints as have been supposed, would only have 
supplied that gentleness in which Johnson was deficient, 
and might have polished the surface without altering the 
substance of the character. We know that, like the 
strongest plants, the most decided minds preserve with 
singular obstinacy the flexure which are, or accident has 
given them; and I can therefore think it no extravagant 
conjecture that the congenial vigour of these two extra- 
ordinary men might, under similar training, in some 
essentisd points have assumed a similar appearance. 

The train of reflection having^ led me to compare Bums 
with one great modem writer, I am tempted to indulge 
myself a little further in this mode of illustration and 
to measure him with another, where the parallel will be 
conducted more by contrariety than by resemblance. 

Bums and Cowper may be regarded as contemporary, 
for, though the former was much younger than his brother 
bard, yet the genius of both burst forth upon the world 
nearly about the same period. The Task was published 
in 1784 and the poems of Bums in 178G. Seldom has 
a greater contrast been exhibited than by these two 
masterly writers in many prominent circumstances of 
condition and character. Cowper, descended of high and 
literary lineage, had all the advantage of a careful and 
complete education; Bums, sprung from the most sordid 
hovel of a peasant, was deprived, by poverty and accident, 
of the measure of instruction which even peasants enjoy. 
The latter was vigorous and robust in body, and in spirit 
hardy, intrepid, and independent; the former, with a 
delicate and distempered frame, was timid to excess, 
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bvmbliagl; alivu to liis own defects, and so dependent for 
aid that he leant on the support of elderly females as 
beings stronger tlian himself. BnmB was eap'er to indulge 
his povera of conversation even in tumultuoui and intem- 
perate scenes; Cowper shrank from Uie eye of man, and 
preferred burying those high endowments of which he 
was coDKcioas to encountering even the most correct and 
gentle society. The former ridiculed every species of 
fanaticism with a force so unsparing as scarcely to avoid 
the sacred root from which these fantastic branchca spring. 
The latter was so impressed by the power of religion as 
to let it frequently overwhelm him with visionary terrors, 
which are the offspring of fanaticism. The one, after an 
early blaze of reputation, rushed into dangerous pleasures 
with an ardour which destroyed in the middle of his 
career a constitution apparently formed for long duration. 
The other, by flying even from the most innocent grati- 
fications, lengthened out a life which was always 
precarious, and reserved sufficient vigour to earn all bis 
fame at it« close. Burns was like a river that sparkles 
over rocks and rapids, but is soon exhausted by its own 
impi}tuosity ; Cowper, like a quiet stream, that by long 
husbanding its scanty strength in a silent sub terraneous 
channel, comes forth at luit with unexpected beauty into 
ojH'n day. Yet, with all these disparities, their genius 
pusBcssed many features in common. Both derived the 
most ardent enjoyment from the sublime and beautiful 
spcotuclcM of nature, and possessed a peculiar capacity of 
imatyaitig their delight by fixing at once on the minute 
and cireumnt^uittal appearances from which it sprung, and 
both hud the power of portraying, in poetical language, 
lhi> object« which had caused them^Bums by a few daring 
and ileeinive atrokea, and Cowper by patient touches of 
tnoO' m>fl«Miii, delicacy, and grace. Both seem to have 
hivn I'lili'lly cuamoured of creation in its wintry attire, 
«ml hftvv nuei'i'eded with most felicity in catching the 
i«lmmclwl«lli* of that gloomy season : Burns delighting in 
Oiv A«^tt IrntHa o( the nocturnal tempest; and Cowper 
iH Alt iKftt U |tl«uiag and pictoresque in the moming 
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without doors, or soothing and secluded in the evening 
within. Both felt the acutest sentiment of tenderness for 
the animal tribes, and strongly interposed their voice for 
the innocelit and persecuted: Bums in the tone of indig- 
nant execration, and Cowper in that of mild complaint. 
Both took penetrating views of human character, and 
their veneration for what worth it possesses gave them 
a satirical tendency against its vicious errors, but still 
preserving the original difference of their characters, it 
shows itself in Bums with a vigorous coarseness, and in 
Cowper with an arch and polished fuitvetS. Both were 
singularly happy in conceiving and in delineating the 
domestic delights ,to which they had been severally accus- 
tomed, and it is difficult to say whether the interior of 
Bums's cottage or of Cowper's drawing-room has most 
admirers. They are exquisite pictures, and each most 
fortunately suited to the pencil which it had engaged. Both 
had a rich vein of humour and the power of depicting 
ludicrous manners, as the pleasuring cit of Cowper and 
the revelling beggars of Bums will testify for ages ; but, 
owing to the difference of their taste and education, the 
former is uniformly chaste in his playfulness, while the 
latter shows a constant propensity to overstep the bounds 
of decency. To illustrate this parallel some passages 
from each may be compared. In the following we see 
the poets describe themselves in the same state of grave 
and almost involuntary rumination, or in that twilight 
of the mind which corresponded with the dubious illumi- 
nation of the scene : — 

First when our drawing-rooms begin to blase, 

. . . My pleasures too begin. But me, perhaps, 

The glowing hearth may satisfy awhile. 

With faint illumination, that uplifts 

The shadow to the ceiling, there by fits 

Dancing uncouthly to the quiv'ring flame. 

Nor undelighted is an hour to me 

So spent in parlour twilight : Such a gloom 

Suits well the thoughtful or unthinking mind. 

The mind contemplative, with some new theme 

Pregnant, or indispos'd alike to all. 
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He oft lia4 fsnc7. todicroiiB and wild. 

Sooth'd with k w&kJDg dream of houses, towers. 

Treea, churches, and strange ruages, exprees'd 

In the red finders, while with poring eyo 

t gu'd, mfself creating what I saw. 

Nor leaa anma'd. bare I, qmeacent, watched 

The BCNitr films that play npon the ban, 

Pendtdoiu, and foreboding, in the view 

Of saperitition, prophesying still. 

Though still deccir'd, some stranger's near appr«»cli. 

. , . When the day had clos'd his e'e. 
Ben i' the spence ri^t pensively, 

I gaed to rest. 
Where lanely, by the ingle-cheek, 
I sat sad eyed the spewing reek. 
That filled, wi' boaat-proroking smeek. 

The auld clay biggin', 
An' beard the restless rattona squeak 

AboQt the riggin*. 
AH in this motlie. misty cUme, 
I backward mns'd on wasted time, Ac. — Bum*. 

"We may comparti their mannpr of introducing the same 
picturesque object in the followinff pasaagea : — 

The redbreast warbles Btill, bnt is content 

With slender notes and more than balf-sappres^d. 

Pleas'd with bia solitude, and flitting light 

From spray to spray, wher'cr he rests, be shakes 

From many a twig the pendant drops of ice, 

Tb»t tinkle in tbe witber'd leaves below. — Cuwper. 

Nae mair the grove with airy concert rings, 

Except perhaps the robin's wbiatlinK glee, 

Proud o' the height o' some bit half-tang tree. — Burnt. 

To those the reader may add (for the passagee are loo 
well known to require quotation) a comparison of the 
tame hare and the woodman's dog of Cowper with the 
wounded hare and the shepherd's dog of Bums; and of 
the delineations of winter scenery with which the works 
of both abound. From the whole of this estimate, it 
will probably appear that Burns excels Cowper in genius 
leaa than he is excelled in taste. If, therefore, the 
admirers of the one be superior in zeal, those of the other 
are probably superior in number; both having many 
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friends, but Cowper no foes. Tlie latter, it may likewise 
be added, writing under a deep conviction of bis own 
demerits, deligbts to enumerate witb grateful bumility 
and to dwell on every little pleasing circumstance of bis 
condition; wbile Bums, under a contrary impression^ 
betrays in tbe effusions of bis genius a stem and baugbty 
discontent witb a portion so unwortby of bis claims and 
capacity of enjoyment. Tbe comparison sball be closed 
by remarking tbat botb its celebrated subjects occasionally 
indulge in relaxing tbe elaboration of tbeir compositions 
and sliding into a carelessness wbicb renders some passages 
very unequal to tbe excellence of tbe rest. 



By ALEXANDER PETERKIN. 

A ReaUw of lilt Lift of Robert Burnt and of variout 
on his C/tanuUr and Writings, 1813. 



Wk do not intoiid in tlie following remarks eitliiT to 
repeat merely what has been already said by others or 
to anticipate the contents of the volumes now presented to 
the public. Our object la to supply defects where these 
soem to exist — to correct errors, and to expose mis- 
representations. To this task we wish to carry feelings 
uiiintluencetl by any unworthy purposes. We engage in 
it, we trust, with a temper suited to the object; and if 
we venture to applaud or condemn aught which presents 
ifself for consideration, this shall not be done without 
exhibiting the evidence on which our opinions rest. 

It is a remark too trite, perhaps, to require repetition, 
that the writings of Robert Bums are. in Scotland, the 
most popular of any works of fancy, ancient or modern^ 
that there is scarcely a house in the kingdom whicb does 
not contain a copy of his poems— and that there are few 
individuals elevated above the clods of the valley who are 
not familiar with the productions of his muse. The 
tendency of works so widely circulated and so highly 
esteemed is evidently a matter of no trivial moment. But 
the personal character of the poet has, since his death, 
been in some mcMure inseparably blended with that of 
his writings ; and in attempting to form an accurate 
estimate of the latter it is neceesary to consider the former, 
and the influence on public feeling which belongs to their 
united power. 



AL£XAin)EB PETEBKIN. 161 

Various individuals, who talk and write with authority, 
have affected to represent the joint tendency of Bums's 
personal character and writings as morally pernicious. 
Much unwarrantable assumption, calumny, and drivelling 
fanaticism have been wasted to stain unworthily the 
memory of Bums; while the sweetest flowers in his 
writings have yielded to the enemies of his fame the venom 
which issues from their stings. We do not mean to 
insinuate that all the shallow moralisings which we have 
heard and read are on a level, or spring from malignity ; 
1t>ut it is impossible to dissemble our conviction that a 
great portion of that debasing passion has been indulged 
by many at the expense of truth and of Bums. But 
whether those personages have been animated by correct 
motives, or the reverse, in the statements which they 
have rather too rashly hazarded, we think we shall be 
able, in some very important instances, to show that those 
statements are untrue — ^to strip them of the pure robe 
which is thrown around them as a disguise, and to expose 
in light the naked deformity of their aspect. We do not 
dream of asserting that Robert Bums was immaculate 
and perfect; he was a man like his censors, and had his 
failings; but with all his faults he was not a bad man, 
nor can we silently allow him to be gibbeted to our 
countrymen as '' a blackguard," tarnished with blemishes 
which his heart and his conduct never knew. We cannot 
suffer his foibles to be displayed as the vital part of a 
character distinguished for many excellences; and 
we aspire to the interesting task of examining, without 
scruple, the genuine character of Bums and of his 
writings, and trying, by the test of proof, the moral aiid 
literary critiques which have been put forth with a 
specious and somewhat ostentatious seeming of reverdnce 
for religion and virtue. 

Some of the strictures on Bums's life and writings, to 
which we shall advert, have been ascribed to gentlemen of 
high note among the periodical authors of the day. This 
matters little. It, indeed, only serves to rouse a keener 
purpose of correcting their errors, for which we have not 
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Uw sliglitmt degree of veneration. We know not even 
bjr whom they were written, except in the instancee where 
thv names of the authors are given. We are confident that 
•ome of them have been misled by erroneous infonnstion, 
and are equally confident they will be happy to see 
evidence of the truth. But those who have shown by 
their own unceremonious conduct that they consider the 
presi &ee to injure must learn that it is also free to 
vindicate, if not to avenge. While we regard the attain- 
ments and the talents of some of those whose remarks 
(according to common report) we are about to subject to 
a public scrutiny, with all reasonable respect; while, 
indeed, we cherish for some of them a sincere personal 
regard, we frankly avow our belief that their unfortunate 
attempts to stain will brighten the character of Burna, 
and that the effects of their hurried and ill-judged 
lucubrations will perish with the day that gave them 
birth, and ultimately be lost " in the blaze of his fame ! " 
We have not, however, ventured on our present under- 
taking from any love of controversy, or from any Quixotic 
passion for literary adventures. We hold the adversaries 
of Bums to be aggressors — misguided, we are inclined to 
think, and ready, we trust, in charity to renounce their 
errors on satisfactory proof that they have been 
misinformed, or have misconstrued the conduct and 
writings of Bums. But by their public and voluntary 
assertions and reflections, however, of an injurious 
teaidency, they have thrown down the gauntlet to every 
Scotehman wlio takes an interest in the honour of his 
country, of its literature, and of human nature. We accept 
the challenge, and will Iiazard the proof. Nor do we 
reckon tliis a very heroical or high achievement: the 
most "plebeian" mind in the land is competent to a plain 
matter-of-fact inquiry, which should assuredly not have 
been so long delayed had not the obnoxious critiques 
appeared too insignificant, separately considered, to merit 
nrfljce. But from the system of reiterated critical 
preaching, which has become fashionable in all the recent 
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publications about Bums— from aU the slang whicb has 
been employed by tbe busybodies of the day remaining 
uncontradicted and unexposed, we are afraid that future 
biographers might be misled by longer silence, and adopt 
declamatory ravings as genuine admitted facts. The most 
celebrated literary journal of which Britain can boast, 
and of which, as Scotchmen, we are proud, began the cry ; 
all the woidd-be moralists in newspapers, magazines, and 
reviews have taken it up, and have repeated unauthenti- 
cated stories as grave truths ; at length these have found 
a resting-place in large and lasting volumes. It is time, 
however, tixat the torrent of prejudice shoidd be stemmed ; 
and that while it is yet in the power of living men who 
knew Robert Bums, and can give testimony as to the real 
qualities of his character and conduct, they should come 
forth to settle the value of anonymous statements, to tell 
the truth, and to vindicate his memory from unqualified 
dishonour. 

In order to render the following investigation so far 
entire as to exhibit, in itself, a view of the character of 
Bums, it will be necessary to give a very general outline 
of the events of his life, unclogged with any collateral 
episodes, which are detailed with greater fulness and 
variety of illustration in Dr. Ciirrie's work, and in the bio- 
graphical sketches which it comprises by the poet himself, 
by his brother Gilbert, by Mr. Murdoch, and by Professor 
Stewart. These, indeed, are documents of a character 
80 peculiarly precious and interesting that it is probable 
they will go down to future times, even in the diffuse and 
disjointed form which they have assumed under Dr. 
Currie's hand, as the favoured memoirs of Robert Bums. 
A short connected narrative, however, drawn from these 
fragments, seems to be the requisite precursor of the 
additional facts and illustrations which are now offered 
to the public, and which will, perhaps, be blended here- 
after with the story of the Scottish bard. 

Robert Bums, the eldest son of William Bums or 
Bumees and Agnes Brown^ was bom on the 25th of 
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Januaiyt 1759,* in the vicinity of Ayr, and in a clay- 
walled cottage inhabited by his father. This cottage was 
constructed with bis father's bands on a small patch of 
land, of which he bad taken a perpetual lease for a public 
garden while he was in the service of a neighbouring 
graitleman. In tliis condition of life did the father of 
Bums remain during the first six or seven years of the 
poet's life ; he was, indeed, " bom a very poor man'e 
son." William Bums continued in the service of Mr. 
Ferguson of Doonholm as gardener and overseer until 
the year 17G6, but lived in his own humble dwelling, of 
which, and of his small piece of ground, he also retained 
possession. 

In his sixth year Robert was sent for a few months to 
a school at Alloway Miln, which was kept by a Mr. 
Campbell. For a period of about two years and a half 
after May, 17(>3, he was taught by Mr. Murdoch in his 
father's neighbourhood to read English and to write. 
English grammar, too, formed part of his school exw- 
cises, and he afterwards, in 1773, was boarded with the 
same teacher three weeks, "one of which was spent 
entirely in the study of English, and the other two 
chiefly in that of French." When about thirteen or 
fourteen he was sent to improve his hand-writing, " week 
about," with his brother Gilbert, " during a summer 
quarter, to the parish school of Dalrymple," and one 
"summer quarter" he attended the parish school of 
Kirkoawald to learn surveying. This was all his school 
education. The whole time he spent at school cannot be 
computed at much more than three years. Of the manner, 
however, iii which his education was conducted, and of the 
value of the instructions which he received under his 
father's roof, an estimate can be formed only by the result; 
the particulars need not be here anticipated. 



I 



• Dr. Cnrrie (1st eJitionl aays Bnrna was bom on the 29th 
JanaaTv; but Dr. Irvinp. in his Lives of ihf Smtg Fneti (1810), 
givEB the 35th, on th? authority, ns ho states, of the parish register 
of Ayr. In An Accnunf nf the JAfc Charaeter, and R^n(inff» of 
Bf'hert Barm. aatribeiJ to Josifth Walker, Esq., Perth, and pubUahed 
irith an edition of the Poema by Mr. Momson, the 26th is giVBii 



a the dtitc of his birth. 
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At Whitsunday, 1766, Mr. Bums took the farm of 
Mount Oliphant from Mr. Ferguson. He had no capital, 
nor coidd he get his own little property sold to stock his 
farm; but his landlord lent him £100 for this purpose. 
This sum, though a sufficient proof of Mr. Ferguson's 
confidence in William Burns's honest industry, waa 
totally inadequate to the profitable occupancy of a farm 
extending tb seventy acres of bad land, for which a rent 
was payable of £40 annually during the first six years, 
and £45 afterwards. This farm, Gilbert Bums says, is 
'^ almost the very poorest soil I know of in a state of 
cultivation," and, ''notwithstanding the extraordinary 
rise in the value of lands in Scotland, it was, after a very 
considerable sum laid out in improving it by the pro- 
prietor, let a few years ago £5 per annum lower than 
the rent paid for it by my father thirty years ago." The 
picture which follows is too affecting to be touched by the 
hand of a stranger. 

"My father," continues GKlbert, "in consequence of 
this, soon came into difficulties, which were increased by 
the loss of several of his cattle by accidents and disease. 
To the buffetings of misfortune we coidd only oppose hard 
labour and the most rigid economy. We lived very 
sparingly. For several years butchers' meat was a stranger 
in the house, while all the members of the family exerted 
themselves to the utmost of their strength, and rather 
beyond it, in the labours of the farm. My brother, at the 
age of thirteen, assisted in thrashing the crop of com, 
and at fifteen was the principal labourer on the farm, for 
we had no hired servant, male or female. The anguish of 
mind we felt at our tender years under these straits and 
difficidties was very great. To think of our father growing 
old (for he was now above fifty), broken down with the 
long-continued fatigues of his life, with a wife and five 
other children, and in a declining state of circumstances ; 
these reflections produced in my brother's mind and mine 
sensations of the deepest distress. I doubt not but the 
hard labour and sorrow of this period of his life was, in a 
great measure, the cause of that depression of spirits with 
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wliich Bobert was SO often afilcted through his whole life 
afterwards. At this time he was almost constantly 
afflicted in the evenings with a dull headache, which at a 
future period of hia life was exchanged for a palpitation 
of the heart, and a threatening of fainting and suffocation 
in his bed in the night-time. By a stipulation in my 
father's lease, ho had a right to throw it np if he 
thought proper at the end of every sixth' year. He 
attempted to fix himself in a better farm at the end of 
the first six years, but failing in that attempt, he 
continued where he was for six yeara more. He then took 
the farm of Lochlee, of 130 acres, at the rent of twenty 

shillings an acre, in the parish of Tarbolton, of Mr. , 

then a merchant in Ayr, and now (1797) a merchant in 
Liverpool. He removed to this farm at WTiitsunday, 
1777, and possessed it only seven years. No writing had 
ever been made out of the conditions of the lease; a 
misunderstanding took place respecting them; the suh- 
jecta in dispute were submitted to arbitration, and the 
decision involved my father's affairs in ruin. He lived to 
know of this decision, but not to see any execution in 
consequence of it. He died on the 13th of February, 
1784." 

Previously to the death of hia venerable and unfortunate 
father. Burns and his brother Gilbert, with the view of 
rendering this farm more productive, attempted to raise a 
little flax ; and an establishment for the sale of it in 
Irvine was projected. Thither, therefore, Robert went in 
1781 to superintend the sales, and to carry on the business 
of a flax-dresser ; but ofter a few months' residence the shop 
was accidentally burnt, and that speculation being thus 
terminated, he returned to Lochlee and participated in the 
anguish and the toil which his father's successless 
struggles, poverty, and death left as the portion of his 
widow and children. 

William Buma's family were now bereaved of his 
affectionate protection, and were, indeed, without a home 
in which to shelter their heads. Robert and Gilbert, in 
anticipation of adversity, had previously taken the £ann 
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of Mossgiel as an asylum for them all. This was intended 
to be a joint establishment, in which every member of the 
family should contribute a proportion of what they coidd 
give; and in calculating the value of their respective 
contributions, Robert's services were rated as worth JB7 
per annum of wages — a sum so entirely adequate 
to all his wantB that his expenses never exceeded its 
scanty amount, although his acquaintance with scenes 
beyond the circle of domestic worth and innocence began 
to open up to him new and less salutary channels of 
expenditure. 

During his residence at Mossgiel he formed an acquaint- 
ance witii Jean Armour, his future wife. This led to an 
intimacy which was to be regretted on account of its 
immediate consequences; but although the familiariiy 
which ensued was, in any point of view, imprudent, it 
was characterised from first to last by every feature of a 
guileless and honourable attachment. It became expedient, 
however, that a marriage should be declared ; and Bums 
avowed, by a written document, and by appearing in 
presence of a magistrate — circumstances sufficient accord- 
ing to the law of Scotland — ^that his intercourse with 
Miss Armour had been in the privileged and legal, though 
for a time unacknowledged, relation of a husband. 

The farm occupied by the family was unprofitable, 
notwithstanding all their exertions: being destitute of 
capital, and four bad crops occurring in succession, they 
were obliged to relinquish the lease of Mossgiel. Robert 
was therefore quite unable at the time to support a wife 
and family, and having manfully and honestly rescued 
the reputation of his wife from reproach, he proposed to 
leave her under her father's protection until better fortune, 
which he expected to shine on him in Jamaica, shoidd 
enable hiTn to place her in a situation better suited to his 
wishes; but her parents expressed such a repugnance to 
the union that they induced their daughter to dissolve her 
connection with Bums, by destroying the evidence of her 
marriage, and submitting to the inevitable disrepute of 
such a measure. Bums, in agony and distraction, under 
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flacb untoward circoBsta&OM, wss williag to remaia 
bomu uit] provide u lie beat ccniU for ku £uiu1t 
witli a peculiarity of views quite oiuccoaiitablflt ber 
rrlativn spumed all coiitie<ction vitli a poor tnan, and 
even employed legal meaanree against lum for aliment to 
Uio fniiU of Ilia marriage ; for in tliet ejv of monli^ and 
uf law, liunu and Jean Armour mast be regarded as 
niarriMl ut tho period to wliich we allude, althoagh the 
ceremony was not formally celebrated until more fortunate 
opeiirreiioei lind removed the objections of his wife's 
n^latinnB. In this situation he resolved to perae^ere in 
his Jiiiniiica adveuture, and procured the promise of a 
■ituatioQ as overseer on an estate belonging to Dr. 
DoiigluH. Hut when nothing prevented his departore 
Iml. want of money to pay the expense of his voyage, he 
was reaciunl, hy the expedient which he adopted to proctiPe 
it, fiviu thv pestilential life and death of a West Indian 
alave driver, and appeared before his country as an author 
iif Huch uncommon power as to have rendered the most 
miiiule dftails of his short and eventful life a subject of 
nxlriuirditiary and still undiminished interest. 

Without, however, entering on these, we shall merely 
state that in the year 1786 he published at Eilmamock 
a volume of Pofms, chicfly in the ScoUisA dialett — 
that ttieir eixcellence was immediately acknowledged by 
Iho rapid sale of six hundred copies and the warm com- 
mendation of every class of readers into whose hands they 
found tlinir way — that he made £20 of profit on the sale; 
and, although he had taken leave of his friends, was 
indui^wl by this gleam of success, and at the suggestion of 
I>r. Blacklock, to relinquish hia plan of going abroad, 
and came to Edinburgh in November, 1786, for the 
(i«r|)OHn of publishing another edition of his poems. In 
Edinburgh he was applauded, caressed, and befriended by 
the most eminent characters for rank, learning, or bene- 
volence ; and no similar instance, perhaps, ever occurred 
in the histflry of genius of a transition so rapid from the 
very depths of distress and obscurity into an overwhelming 
bloee of admiration. 
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The second edition of his poems was published at 
Edinburgh in the year 1787. During his stay he adorned 
the circles of literature and fashion in Edinburgh with 
the native charms of his unaffected and mascidine powers 
of sociality^ newly awakened to the world, and displayed 
the wonders of his genius more impressively, perhaps, in 
his conversational eloquence than even in his poetry. Not 
to copy details which will be found in other parts of this 
volume, we shall only glance at the subsequent events in 
his life, which serve as landmarks for tracing out the 
lineaments of his moral and poetic character. 

In February, 1788, he settled accounts with his book- 
seller, and after defraying all the expenses recently 
incurred, he found himself worth £600 sterling. To his 
brother Gilbert, the brother of his warmest affections, and 
the protector of the little family group, he lent JB200, 
intending with the remainder to commence a separate 
establishment, and receive Mrs. Bums into his own house. 
He accordingly took a farm, and at Whitsunday, 1788, 
entered on Ellisland, on the estate of Mr. Similar of 
Dalswinton, about six miles distant from Dumfries. The 
virtual marriage of Bums had been disguised by the inter- 
vention of his wife's relatives, and every proof of it 
destroyed ; but the incorruptible honour of his spirit 
prompted him when he felt himself able in a pecuniary • 
sense to proclaim with all legal solemnity the existence of 
a union with Mrs. Bums, which, indeed, had all along 
legally existed. "Her happiness or misery were in my 
hands," said he, "and who could trifle with such a 
deposite ? " 

In order to eke out the emoluments of his farm. Bums 
conceived the unhappy design of adding to the pursuits 
which it required the income of a revenue officer — a 
situation* which was extremely unfit for him, if we 
consider his social propensities, the tone of his mind, and 
the high place which he was destined to fill in the estima- 
tion and literature of his country. He was soon enabled 
to realise his wishes, and became an Excise officer; but 
the constant attention to minute concerns, which alone 
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can render fuming Incntirc or safe, ina not practicable 
amidst the aTocatunu of his sew employmeat or ihe 
flattering incwiae vki^ enmonded him in the never- 
ending intnuicn of evxiova and too often dissipated 
admirers of his gvoitta. He found it expedient ere long 
to reoooDM his leaw. After possessing it about tliree 
years and a half he left Ellisland, and in the end of the 
year 1791 removed to the town of Dumfries, trusting 
solely to his office and to promotioa in the Excise for his 
present support and the future hope« of his children. 
This iras a disastrous choice; it placed bim ia the hands 
of merciless power — it exposed him to frequent deviations 
from soberQces of life, it fastened on his heart the painful 
alternatives of mental degradation which he spumed, or 
of turning his family adrift '* to all the horrors of want." 
It affected his spirits, his habits, and his health; and he 
sunk at length prematurely into the grave under the hope- 
lessness of his prospects, the victim of disappointment and 
exasperated feelings. 

The season at which he became exclusively an Excise 
officer was the very worst perhaps in which he could have 
been cast on society in that capacity. The French 
Revolution had begun to agitate the moral world ; and 
Bums was not a man who could be unmoved by a com- 
motion HO tremendously new in its character. With many 
of the best and greatest men of the present age, he hailed 
that event as the opening of the prison doors to the 
captive, and as the triumph of that liberty which, as a 
Briton, he had been accustomed to cherish and admire. 
But the equivocal aspect which it soon aasumed, and which, 
we believe, ejtcited the horror of Bums to its atrocities, 
naturally produced a jealousy in the British Government 
and all the devotees of Ministry, which rendered it 
dangerous for any man, especially an official man, to 
express the slightest satisfaction in the limitation of an 
absolute tyranny. Burns suffered in the intolerance of 
the times. The understrappers of faction surrounded him ; 
an inquiry was made even into his unguarded language 
in private society; his promotion was barred, his bread 
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was only not broken, and he was admonished by some silly 
Board of Excise " to act, not to think." Yes, will it be 
believed, Bums was told that he was not to think ! 

Bums died at Dumfries on the 21st day of July, 1796, 
in the thirty-eighth year of his age. Of his conduct and 
character various accounts have been given. These we 
shall now examine; and the statement and examination 
which we subjoin will fill up the chasms in our narrative 
more satisfactorily than any dogmatism and reflections, 
founded on mere conjectures, which our fancy or folly 
might have interwoven in the foregoing sketch. Bums's 
excellences and defects are matters susceptible of proof; 
and on which side soever to applause or censure the 
weight of evidence shall lean, we are quite contented that 
its influence should preponderate. 

Having thus collected such particidars as are requisite 
for preparing the readers of the more diffuse memoirs of 
Bums's life to understand the following illustrations of 
his character, we shall now submit to the public the 
various lucubrations by biographers and critics which 
suggested this review, and subjoin the strictures and 
evidence which we deem it expedient to offer to the notice 
of our countrymen. 

In Dr. Currie's remarks on the character of Bums, the 
following statements are to be found: — 

Previous to his removal to Dimifries, ''Bums, though 
addicted to excess in social parties, had abstained from the 
habitual use of strong liquors, and his constitution had not 
suffered any permanent injury from the irregularities of 
his conduct. In Dumfries temptations to the sin that so 
easily beset him continually presented themselves; and 
his irregularities grew by degrees into habits. These 
temptations unhappily occurred during his engagements in 
the business of his office, as well as during his hours of 
relaxation; and though he clearly foresaw the conse- 
quence of yielding to them, his appetites and sensations, 
which coidd not pervert the dictates of his judgment, 
finally triumphed over the powers of his will. Tet this 
victory was not obtained without many obstinate struggles. 
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at times temperance and virtue seemed to have 
Ined tlie mast«ry. Besides iiis engagements in the 
Excise, and tlie society into which they led, many circnin- 
stancea contributed to the mi'Iancholy fate of Bums. His 
great celebrity made him an object of interest and 
curiosity to atrangers, and few persons of cultivated minds 
passed through Dumfries without attempting to see our 
poet, and to enjoy the pleasure of liis conversation. Aa 
he could not receive them under his own humble roof, 
these interviews passed at the inns of the town, and often 
terminated in those excesses which Bums sometimes 
provoked, and was seldom able to resist. And among the 
inhabitants of Dumfries and its vicinity there were never 
wonting persons to share his social pleasures ; to lead or 
accompany him to the tavern: to partake in the wildest 
sallies of his wit ; to witness the strength and the degrada- 
tioa of his genius. 

" Endowed by nature with great sensibility of nerves. 
Bums was, in his corporeal as well as in his mental 
system, liable to inordinate impressions, to fever of body 
as well as of mind. This predisposition to disease, which 
strict temperance in diet, regular exercise, and sound sleep 
might have subdued, habits of a very different nature 
strengthened and inflamed. Perpetually stimulated by 
alcohol in one or other of its various forms, the inordinate 
actions of the circulating system became at length 
habitual, the process of nutrition was unable to supply 
the waste, and the powers of life began to fail, Upwards 
of a yeor before his death there was an evident decline 
in our poet's personal appearance ; and though his appetite 
continued unimpaired, he was himself sensible that his 
constitution was sinking. In his moments of thought he 
reflected with the deepest regret on his fatal progress, 
clearly foreseeing the goal towards which he was hastening, 
without the strength of mind necessary to stop or even to 
slacken his course. His temper now became more irritable 
and gloomy ; he fled from himself into society, often of 
the lowest kind. And in such company that part of the 
convivial scene, in which wine increases sensibility and 
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excites benevolence^ was httrried over to reach, the 
succeeding part, over which uncontrolled passion generally 
presided. He who suffers the pollution of inel^riation, 
how shall he escape other pollution P But let us refrain 
from the mention of errors over which delicacy and 
humanity draw the veil." 

The following passages are quoted from The Lives of 
the Scottish Poets, &c., by David Irvine, LL.D., 2 vols., 
8vo, Edinburgh, 1810:— 

''Till he (Bums) fixed his residence in Dumfries his 
irregularities, though by no means unfrequent, had not 
become inveterately habitual; the temptations, however, 
to which he was now exposed proved too powerfid for 
his better impressions. After various struggles against 
the stream of dissipation, which was gradually surround- 
ing him, he at length suffered himself to be rapidly 
carried along by its fatal current. A large propor- 
tion of the more genteel, or more idle, inhabitants of 
Dumfries consists of men connected with the profession 
of law; and in some of these, as well as in other 
inhabitants of the town and its vicinity, Bums found 
associates from whom it was not to be expected that he 
should learn sobriety. The fame of his literary character 
also exposed him to the company of every stranger who 
professed a respect for poetry. As their interviews 
commonly took place in taverns, his familiarity with 
riotous excess was daily increasing. In the midst of such 
distractions it must have been impossible for him to 
discharge the duties of his office with that regulariiy 
which is almost indispensable." 

In allusion to the French Bevolution, it is remarked 
that '' Bums was one of those who openly rejoiced at the 
apparent emancipation of so large a proportion of the 
human species. His feelings were naturally violent, and 
the stimulus of intoxication inevitably increased his 
imprudence of speech. They who admitted the principles 
and applauded the exertions of the French politicians 
were generally led to entertain extravagant schemes of 
premature reformation in the constitution of their native 



m 



ZAMS.T qtrnci.1. iznsirs ax stxxb. 



» 



oouliy. Tbe fUme of insoTstkia «•■ videlj kmdkd, 
but iti lastn ww obsntnd br a dood erf smokeL In Uw 
■dmiiuftxmtioa of tbv Briti^ OoretuBieBt Baia« ftr- 
eeiTed, or fuicied he peroetTei, mnltifHioas mbnaes ; nor 
did he hwiUte to dedaun with nfaridled freedom 
concwntiog thv argent necesiitj- of a tadical refwmatioB. 

" SurmiBM, hoirever, which he. iadeed, had BOt been 
■ufficieDtly careful to prerent, were angenenmsly propa- 
gatod to hii disadvantage ; and the Board cif Excise deemed 
it necessary to appoint a superior officer to inre^tigaie his 
conduct. In an eloquent letter, addressed to one of their 
number, he exculpated himself with becomii^ dignify 
from tbti chargi-« which hod been preferred against him ; 
and tbo officer who had been commissioned to institute a 
formal iiK|uiry could discover no substantial grounds of 
oucuitaUon. Mr. Graham of Fintry, in whom he had 
alwuys found a steady and zealous friend, was ready on 
the pniNKut ciccoaion to secure him from the threatened 
ronscxjuences of hia imprudence. Of imprudence he was 
undouhteilly guilty, and the Board, although they suffered 
him to rntain his present office, sent him an intimation 
that his advancement must now be determined by his 
future Iitihnviour. 

"In 1T9G he oxhibiled public proofs of his loyalty — 
ho enrolh'd liimself among the Dumfries volunteers, and 
by his poutical eftusions endeavoured to ezcite them to 
jwtriotic exwtion. Notwithstanding his increasing habita 
of dissipation, he still devoted some of his more rational 
hours to the compoiiitioa of poetry, but his productions now 
began to a«sume a dee])er tinge from the ^tei-ed character 
of the author. 

" About this period ho began to present indications of 
iK*llning health, and although his appetite was still 
unimpaired, lie seems to have been aware of the gradual 
approach of dissolution ; of the madness of his late career 
lie was deeply sensible, but was now without the power of 
t-etrcat. His constitution was deprived of its native 
energies, and could only be preserved from overwhelming 
languor by the aid of stimulant liquors. In this deplorable 
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state of body, as well as of mind, he was eager to avoid the 
paiLgs of solitary reflection, and was even incapable of 
relishing domestic or rational society. He rushed into 
the company of men whom, in his purer days, he would 
have despised and shunned; he degraded his noble 
&cnlties to so mean a level that many of his earlier 
friends became half-ashamed of having contracted such 
an intimacy. From the shelter of his domestic retreat he 
was not^ however, expelled by the upbraidings of the still 
affectionate object of his youthful attachment; whatever 
errors he might himself be conscious of having committed, 
the bitterness of remorse was not augmented by her 
murmurs or complaints. Often did lie acknowledge his 
numerous breaches of the duties of a husband and a father, 
and her promptitude to forgive his offences was undi- 
minished by the frequency of their repetition. His 
penitential declarations were accompanied by promises of 
amendment; but the task of reformation being still 
deferred till some future day, his habits gradually became 
more pernicious. 

''He died in the thirty-eighth year of his age. The 
glaring follies of the man were now forgotten, and the 
premature and melancholy fate of the poet was alone 
remembered. 

The reflections in the Edinburgh Review^ which we 
are about to transcribe as a delineation of the defects of 
Bums's moral character, are given entire, and in connec- 
tion as they appear in the thirteenth volume of that work, 
second edition, January, 1809. 

"But the leading vice in Bums's character, and the 
cardinal deformity, indeed, of all his productions, was 
his contempt, or affectation of contempt, for prudence, 
decency, and regularity, and his admiration of thought- 
lessness, oddity, and vehement ^ sensibility — ^his belief, 
in short, in the dispensing power of genius and social 
feeling in all matters of morality and common sense. This 
is the very slang of the worst German plays and the lowest 
of our town-made novels, nor can anything be more 
lamentable than that it should have found a patron in 
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he eaanat be allowed to w^ vna this at hinudf , and still 
len to repnecmt hiaiglf aa a hare-hrsined wntimeiital son], 
ooBataatlj canied away by fine faaoea and Tisiona of love 
and phUantluopy, aad bom to coBfatmd and deepiae the 
Cold-Uooded soiu of pnidenre and 9obne<tT. This apolc^y 
eridently deatniyB itaelf, for it shows that condact to be 
the result of deliberate BjBtem, which it afiects at the same 
titD« to jiutify as the froit of merp thoughtteesnees and 
caaual impulse. Such protestatioQs, therefore, will always 
be treated aa they deserve, not only with contempt, bat 
with i&crednlity, and their magnanimoas authors set 
down as determined profiigate«, who seek to disguise thedr 
Mlfi«hneM under a name somewhat less reTolting. That 
profiigacy ia almost always selfishness ; and that the excuse 
of impetuoua feeling can hardly ever be justly pleaded for 
those who nfpli?ct the ordinary duties of life muat be 
n])pnr(>nt, we think, even to the least reflecting nf those 
Hons of fancy and song. It requires no habit of deep 
thinking, nor anything more, indeed, than the information 
of an honeMt heart, to perceive that it is cruel and base to 
Hpend, in vain superfluities, that money which belong of 
right to tho pnle, industrious bedesman and his famiahing 
infnntH: or that it is a vile prostitution of language 
to talk of that man's generosity or goodness of heart who 
lits raving about frirndship and philanthropy in a tavern, 
while hiB wife's heart is breaking at her cheerless fireside 
and hie children pining tu solitary poverty. 
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"This pitiful cant of careless feeling and eccentric 
genius, accordingly, has never found muck favonr in the 
eyes of English sense and morality. The most signal 
effect that ever it produced was on the muddy brains of 
some German youths who left college in a body to rob on 
the highway, because Schiller had represented the captain 
of a gang as so very noble a creature. But in this country 
we believe a predilection for that honourable profession 
must have preceded this admiration of the character. The 
style we have been speaking of, accordingly, is now the 
heroics only of the hulks and the house of correction, and 
has no chance, we suppose, of being greatly admired, 
except in the farewell speech of a young gentleman 
preparing for Botany Bay. It is humiliating to think 
how deeply Bums has fallen into the debasing error. He 
is perpetually making a parade of his thoughtlessness, 
inflammability, and imprudence, and talking with much 
complacency and exultation of the offence he has occa- 
sioned to the sober and correct part of mankind. This 
odious slang infects almost all his prose and a very great 
proportion of his poetry, and is, we are persuaded, the 
chief, if not the only source of the disgust with which, in 
spite of his genius, we know that he is regarded by many 
very competent and liberal judges. His apology, too, we are 
willing to believe, is to be foimd in the original lowness 
of his situation, and the slightness of his acquaintance 
with the world. With his talents and powers of observa- 
tion, he could not have seen much of the beings who 
echoed this raving without feeling for them that distrust 
and contempt which would have made him blush to think 
that he had ever stretched over them the protecting shield 
of his genius. 

" Akin to this most lamentable trait of vulgarity, and, 
indeed, in some measure arising out of it, is that perpetual 
boast of his own independence, which is obtruded upon 
the readers of Bums in almost every page of his writings. 
The sentiment itself is noble, and it is often finely 
expressed; but a gentleman would only have expressed 
it when he was insulted or provoked, and would never 
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sappivaaioo." *' Bams wae in troth the child of passion 
and feeling'. His cbaiarter vas not simply that of a 
peasant, exalted into notioe by oncommoD literary attain- 
ments, but bore a rtamp nrhirh mnst harp distinguishfid 
bim in the highest as in the lowest situation in life. To 
oscerlAiu what was his nRtnral temper and disposition, 
and how far it was altered or modified by the circnmstanoes 
of birth, education, and fortime, might be a subject for a 
long pssay : but to mark a few distinctions is all that can 
be here expected from os. "We have said that Robert 
Hums was the child of impulse and feeling. Of the 
steady principle which cleaves to that which ts good, he 
wa», unfortunately, divested by the violence of those 
poHiionK which finally wTecked him. It is most affecting 
to luld that while swimming, struggling, and finally 
yielding to the torrent, he never lost eight of the beacon 
wliit'h "ught to have guided him to land, yet never profited 
hy its light." 

" In general society Bums often permitted his deter- 
mination of vindicating his personal dignity to hurry him 
into unjustifiable resentment of slight or imagined neglect. 
He was ever anxious to maintain hia post in society, and 
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to extort that deference which was readily paid to him 
by all from whom it was worth claiming. This ill-judged 
jealousy of precedence led him often to place his own 
pretensions to notice in competition with those of the 
company who, he conceived, might found theirs on birth 
or fortune. On such occasions it was no easy task to deal 
with Bums. The power of his language, the vigour of 
his satire, the severity of illustration with which his fancy 
instantly supplied him bore down all retort. Neither was 
it possible to exercise over the poet that restraint which 
arises from the chance of further personal consequences. 
The dignity, the spirit, the indignation of Bums was that 
of a plebeian— of a high-soided plebeian, indeed, of a 
citizen of Bome or of Athens — ^but still of a plebeian, 
unfinged with the slightest shade of that spirit of chivalry 
which, since the feudal times, has pervaded the higher 
ranks of European society. This must not be imputed 
to cowardice, for Bums was no coward ; but the lowness 
of his birth and habits of society prevented rules of 
punctilious delicacy from making any part of his 
education." He is elsewhere represented as ''so poor as 
even to be on the very brink of absolute ruin, looking 
forward now to the situation of a foot soldier, now to that 
of a common beggar, as no unnattiral consummation of his 
fortune." The reviewer, forsaking generalities, ventures 
at length to state something like a specific fact: — "A 
very intimate friend of the poet, from whom he used 
occasionally to borrow a smsJl sum for a week or two, once 
ventured to hint that the punctuality with which the loan 
was always replaced at the appointed time was unneces- 
sary and unkind. The consequence of this hint was the 
interruption of their friendship for some weeks, the bard 
disdaining the very thought of being indebted to a human 
being one farthing beyond what he could discharge with 
the most rigid punctuality. It was a less pleasing conse- 
quence of this high spirit that Bums was utterly 
inaccessible to all friendly advice. To lay before him his 
errors, or to point out their consequences, was to touch a 
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atriog t^&t janed every feeling vitfain Lim. On such 
orautou hu, tike CkurkiU a, ww— 



"It it R (Iresdfal tmtli thmt whea racked and tortured 
bj the weU-meaat and warm expootoJatioaB of an intioute 
£neod he at lengtii started up in a paroxysm of fren^, 
aad draviag a sword-cane, which he osoally wore, made 
an attempt to pitmge it into the body of his adviser ; the 
next instant he was with diHicalty withheld from soictde." 

' The Kune enthtisiaslic ardour of dispositiua swayed 
Bima in his choice td political tenets, when at a later period 
the eovntty wM^talrd fay r«To!atiunary principles. That 
the poet Aottld hwre ehoaett the mide on which hig'h tolente 
wen no«t Vtkxij to ptocare celebrity— that he, to whom 
the iectitioaa diftoctkaa of eocietr were always objects 
of jealovsT. dumid have listened with complacency to the 
Toiee of Fim^ philaeophy, which denounced them as 
osnrpations on the rights of man, was precisely to lie 
expected." 

From the Lift, ascribed to Mr. Walker, we now present 
ample extracts. 

" Thoofch he had already faOed of saocess as a farmer, 
he took refuge from the disquiet of indecision in the 
prnjfTt itl taking another farm — a project which showed 
him Id 1m littlo aware of the change which the last eighteen 
tuimtlm liiwl wrought upon his character. There is ground 
to NUspput that even formerly he had not been sufEciently 
rpgtilar atiil alt-ndy in his agricultural pursuits, and had 
allowDil bhnm to l>i< tun easily interrupted by poetical, 
ntiinliM'v. 'ir •'"livivial avocations." 

" Afir*!' biiMiixiii^ lhi> idol of the fashionable topers 
nf KillllliiM'ltli HHil IKiiiirricBHhire, the challenges to exhibit 
his lliM'rli«H«l'n» I'liiwixi. grew bo frequent that practice 
at liwi ilt^HtM'Ul'Hl l«l» hiibit." 

"\)# xh\v|w** "f "''" iinture (politics) Bums does not 
•fdin *«l ^«^ «H**H|l»'tl Iti* nntions with much deliberation 
AV wWtfH^WW. \{* ■tinviitli'nMl bis mind to one leading 
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idea, by which many collateral and qualifying considera- 
tions were excluded. He was likewise disposed from 
constitutional temper, from education, and from the acci- 
dents of life to a jealousy of power, and a keen hostility 
against every system which enabled birth and opulence 
to intercept those rewards which he conceived to belong 
to genius and virtue. He had, therefore, I suspect, 
without taking principles rigidly into view, a secret wish 
for the morbihcation of those who were in tlio exercise 
of authority at the moment, and a tendency to cheer the 
party, whatever it might be, by which they were opposed." 

" He lost all sense of danger, and liad in public uttered 
sentiments which were thought the more alarming 
and infectious as they would receive currency from the 
celebrity of his name and force from the energy of his 
expression. His dependent situation being known, 
information was given to the Board of Excise, who insti- 
tuted an inquiry into his conduct, during which his mind 
was harassed with agitation and suspense. The report 
was less unfavourable than had been expected, and Mr. 
Graham taking care, by his powerful arguments, that 
justice alone, without any mixture of prejudice, should 
prevail among his judges. Bums, though rebuked, escaped 
dismission, but his protector was obliged to compound for 
this issue by forbearing to press his removal to a better 
office." 

" Bums, as has been already remarked, was instigated 
by an em\ilation, and an impatience of being outshone, 
unworthy of his discriminating understanding, and more 
intent on measuring the degree than the value of the exer- 
tion. This unfortunate dread of inferiority showed itself in 
companies where he co\dd indulge his natural propensities 
without restraint; and not content with easily distancing 
every competitor in wit, he would also strain his facidties 
for a degrading pre-eminence in colloquial libertinism." 

"As he was daily in society, and not without enemies, 
his conduct quickly became known, and many respectable 
persons who, on his settlement in Dumfriesshire, had 
shown themselves willing to cultivate his acquaintance 
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aad to rapport bim with their nmnHiaiiii, wen gndnallf 
oUiged to abndfe tbar aCtantisa*. Im tkear yt t mrni x he 
p w b a Mj ' CBUtnined hiaiMU to tmf e B to w , 7** thej would 
■atudfy ment th^ peaetxal ai w w l if''*'' in his prefer- 
cnee rf other compuij, that he iiIImiiIiiI tfaein at as 
iatewvn nte. In a town, like DoiEriea, however, after 
d«ioe>iitg' the sober and idf-reip e ctiBg part of the societr, 
noo^ caa atiD be fDund, and that, too, neither anio- 
tKmtiag Bor ■afwhionable, by a aiaa who ha« so dread 
of dJMipBtiaB or imporitj. In rompany of this deacriptioa 
Bonu eontiBaed wekome to the last, (mt towards the close 
irf hia life em this was not enoo^: and it is to be 
•Hspected that his avenirai fnnn domeittic privacr and his 
aavittg for convivial tumolt drove him sometimes to 
■asociatea who di«gTac«d him no less br the sordidncss of 
their conditaoB than bv the laxity of their chaiactera." 

" Sonicd by disappointment, and stnng with occasional 
remorse, impatient of finding little to interest him at 
home, and rendered inconstant from returns of his 
hypochondriacal ailment, multiplied by his irregular life, 
he saw the difficulty of keeping terms with the world, 
and abandoned the attempt in a rash and regardless 
despair." 

" CircumstancM haring at that time * led me to Scotland 
after an absence of eight years, during which my inter- 
course with Bums had been almost suspended, I felt myself 
strongly prompted to visit him. For this purpose I went 
to Dumfries, and called upon him early in the forenoon. 
I found him in a small house of one storey. He was sitting 
nn a window-seat reading with the doors open and the 
family arrangements going on in his presence, and alto- 
gether without that appearance of snugness and seclusion 
which a student requires. After conversing with him for 
some lime he proposed a walk, and promised to conduct 
me through some of his favourite haunts. We accordingly 
(juitteil the town and wandered a. considerable way up the 
beautiful bonks of theNith. Here he gave me an account of 

•Noromber. 1795. 



ALEXANDEB PETEBKIN. 183 

his latest productions, and repeated some satirical ballads 
wluch he had composed to favour one of the candidates 
at the last burgh election. These I thought inferior to 
his other pieces, though they had some lines in which 
vigour compensated for coarseness. He repeated also his 
fragment of an Ode to Liberty with marked and peculiar 
energy, and showed a disposition, which, however, was 
easily repressed, to throw out political remarks of the same 
nature with those for which he had been reprehended. On 
finishing our walk he passed some time with me at the inn, 
and I left him early in the evening to make another visit 
at some distance from Dimifries." 

'* On the second morning after, I returned with a friend 
who was acquainted with the poet, and we found him ready 
to pass a part of the day with us at the inn. On this 
occasion I did not think him quite so interesting as he had 
appeared at his outset." 

'* When it began to grow late he showed no disposition 
to retire, but called for fresh supplies of liquor with a 
freedom which might be excusable, as we were in an inn, 
and no condition had been distinctly made, though it 
might easily have been inferred had the inference been 
welcome that he was to consider himself as our guest; 
nor was it till he saw us worn out that he departed about 
three in the morning with a reluctance which probably pro- 
ceeded less from being deprived of our company than from 
being confined to his own. Upon the whole I found this 
last interview not quite so gratifying as I hful expected, 
although I discovered in his conduct no error which I hcul 
not seen in men who stand high in the favour of society, 
or sufficient to account for the mysterious insinuations 
which I heard against his character. He, on this occasion, 
drank freely without being intoxicated, a circumstance 
from which I concluded not only that his constitution was 
still unbroken, but that he was not addicted to solitary 
cordials ; for if he had tasted liquor in the morning, he 
must have easily yielded to the excess of the evening." 

''If he easily yielded to the seductions of licentious 
intemperance, it was in some measure owing to the 
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incorrect and partial views which his ondentanding had 
adopted. \Vh«in an pnthusiastic mind Ja not cautious to 
guard against prejudice in companng moral qualities, 
when it limits its praise to certain favnurite virtues, it is 
in danger of letting these serve to open a way for the 
introduction of certain favourite vices." 

"This view of the character of Burns may be collected 
from his writings, which abound with the highest 
econiiums ou warmth of heart to man and woman, while 
they sometimes appear to confoimd in the same execrations 
sobriety, caution, and religious decency with churlishness, 
avarice, and imposture. He makes frequent confessions 
of fais faults, but they are always faults deducible from the 
qualities which he so vehemently applauds ; and on some 
occasions we may suspect him of a desire to confess him^eli 
into a measure of forgiveness, rising nearly to approbation. 
From theae remarks it is meant to infer that though Bums, 
without doubt, was chiefly led astray by impetuous 
passions, yet in bis ideas of duty he had not all the 
exactness and comprehension of a syst-ematic moralist." 

" To the same defect of perceiving the relative value of 
different virtuee we may impute his constant tendency 
to extol and expatiate on some which he was conscious of 
possessing. The praises of a stubborn and indexible 
independence, and the assertion of his own personal claim 
to tliis exalted quality, are repeated in his writings with 
a frequency which is injudicious. Laborious endeavours 
to establish a certain opinion respecting ourselves se^n 
to imjjly a conviction that it requires establishment, as the 
quality for which we are moat distinguished is rarely that 
which we are moat eager to gain the character of 
possessing. Respecting endowments of which we are 
thorouglily conscious the mind is at rest, and therefore 
seldom reflects on them; while those whose existence is 
more equivocal, and which we are naturally jealous of 
being questioned, are seldom absent from our thoughts. 
'Pope's scorn of the great,' says Johnson, 'is repeated too 
often to be real ; no man thinks much of that which he 
despise*.' On this principle we might be warranted in 
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Bospecting that the independence was lees perfect than 
he wished it to be supposed, and that his dread of incurring 
obligations proceeded partly from the nBcessity under 
which he found himself, of supporting a character to 
which his claims had been bo numerous and decisive. I 
am rather disposed, however, to give full credit to his own 
represeutatione, and to impute their boastful style to his 
want of that refinement of manners which prohibits 
egotism, to his constant jealousy of the superior rank of 
his correspondents, and his desire to remind them of the 
respect which he was determined to exact; and, perhaps, 
more than all, to his overweening preference of certain 
virtues on which he had fixed as sufficient in themselvoB, 
though the rest were nt^lected, to give dignity to man." 

" When his contemplations had by any circumstance been 
turned to the nobler and more genera! truths of theology, 
for to such atone his remarks are confined, he feeU them 
with ardour and expresses them with sublimity; yet, 
when the paroxysm is past, he is so unsparing in his 
ridicule of certain local fashions of religion that we cannot 
avoid suspecting his reverence for the substance. In the 
same manner, when he employs his mind in giving rules for 
moral and prudential conduct, no man is a sounder 
philosopher. But when he quits hia pen, he quits his 
precepts, and lends to their violation the same enthusiasm 
under which they were composed." 

The short question, after all these highly wrought 
representations of the habits and fate of Bums, is, whether 
they be trueP The short and decisive answer, which we 
do not hesitate to give, is, that not one of them is correct 
either in the qualities which they have absolutely and 
without qualification ascribed to him, or in the degrees of 
moral demerit which have been affixed to his character 
in the quotations now given. In thus peremptorily 
challenging the fidelity of these, fanciful exhibitions let 
us not be misunderstood. We do not mean to say that 
Bums has been malevolently or designedly misrepresented 
by all the writers in question : that he had not some 
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I^hbIiUb tleCecta ia hi> ckwaeter ; tkii Wlud not erron 
flf aaiaet •«<« whick ki* guitrrt tiSfrfi and admirers 
Otf he hon m* wrthtag li^ a 
■ psuta to tkc hiographical pictons 
vfckk Ian* Wea gma al hia : Wt tkat lua defecis were 
rf Ifce fiieiw ktad awacA — ikat his nron were to the 
k dtt eaneatana vhk^ we hare been 
ncnea ol hiak, we distinctlj 
dMf ; Ihej' hcrc ao cjoaer rai^ hlange to Burns Uian a 
mtm kx j haa to a aaa, ar tha« the nuwt wortUeaa have 
to ths wcthieat <rf ovr specica. It u not an absolute 
«ia»ptJBa bom all the fraOties of oar common nature to 
vUeh may iadividiial that exisb or ever existed can be 
joitily aDowed to 1^ claim : the reUtire atthbstes of 
chaneter aie to be mfttsured by tbe kind and the degree 
of excdlenee and defect which are nneqairocailr presented 
to eonaidBratioD. And treery motive of prudence and of 
rharitj reqoirM rigoroiu and exact discrimination between 
(he different shades of error in haman conduct when we 
are forming an estimate not of oar own. but of our neigh- 
bour't aberrations from the paths of duty. Above all, we 
an never at liberty, in a state of society where numberless 
motives prompt and facilitate the circulation of scandal, 
to take the whispers of gossips, the distorted and magnified 
■toriiw of vnlgar report, or the tales of malice, of party 
spirit, and of revenge for injuries, real or supposed, as 
giMxl moral evidence, or decisive of the character of an 
iinliiiary and insignificant acquaintance, much less of men 
whn urn un honour to tlieir country. These principles, 
llti»t«vnr. "Hcra to have been disregarded altogether by 
Wfttiy III judging of Burns; he has been condemned 
tt-llUimi Kvidnnco — contrary to evidence — and hy the 
(HWVwrilim of «urh evidence as really existed. Over his 
jfWVv M kind iif holy but unhallowed shout has been 

IlerB ahkll thy triumph, genioi, cease. 

^M *Kw Vdrinii* delirifiationi* of Bums's character which 
\m. Wh nivBli to the public, that by Dr. Currie is 
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execated on the whole with uncommon fidelity, circum- 
spection, and delicacy ; and if we cannot accede to the 
juiitice of all that he has written, we feel the most sincere 
respect for the motives by which he seems to have been 
guided, and readily ascribe the few errors he haa committed 
to the circumstances under which he formed his opinion. 
But it is an opinioo. only which he has given, and not his 
testiraoay to a fact within his own knowledge, when he 
represents Bums towards the close of his life as perpetually 
and habitiially under the influence of alcohol in one or 
other of its forms, and liable to all the moral irregu- 
larities which such a state of existence implies. This is 
too broadly stated. Dr. Currie, it will be recollected, had 
not an opportunity of knowing, by personal observation, 
anything of the general tenor of Bums's behaviour. We 
know not that he ever saw him more than once in hia life, 
that he had more than a single interview with him, or 
that he had any evidence before him sufficient to warrant 
such a statement. Of Burns's early life his proofs, as 
published, are abundant and satisfactory-, but of the 
latter there are none of a similar description. From what 
private information Dr. Currie framed his statement that 
Bums was perpetually infiamed with liquor, and in the 
practice of such vices as humanity and delicacy veil from 
description, we know not. But we have authority to state 
that Dr. Currie's MS. was not shown to the brother or 
friends of Bums at Dumfries previously to publication, 
so as to afford them an opportunity of correcting so fatal 
an error. And with every reverence for the candour and 
decorum of the worthy biographer, we are inclined to think 
he should either have been more specific or altogether 
silent. One part of the picture leaves busy and well-stored 
imaginations to fill up the void which he shuts out from 
actual vision with the most hideous images of depravity; 
and thus we are as effectually led to conclusions of an 
abhorrent nature as if an explicit and well-established case . 
of utter and unmingled vice had been made out. Fortu- 
nately, however, we are not constrained to adopt the 
suggestions of fancy ; for as that part of the statement 
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wbicli ivgards prrpetitt] drankenne«s is knovn to be quite 
MTOneoos. we are wamDt«4l to infer that the more 
mnlnn^ Sctioo coiijtect«d with and arising chi^y from 
it is neariy all a dream. That Burns was very fivqaeiitly 
IB company is most true; that he was oftea in featdve 
fiompany addicted, according to the taste of those times 
creB in thv most respectable and elevated spheres of 
•ooiely, to hard drinking, is also true ; and that he wae not 
almj», wItPD under the influence of conviTi&l feelings, bo 
oirvanu|i«et and demure as a puritan, is most cheerfoUy 
admitted; but after all this is granted, it is far short of 
tho c«ndoct of a daily and habitual drunkard, " per- 
pctlually " under the dominion of wine and every degrading 
and ungovernable passion. It may well be said of Bums's 
im>gutarities that they were generally 



'['hat even lb'. Currie's friendly statement lb greatly 
overcharged we have the satisfaction of producing direct 
and explicit evidence, which not only invalidates that 
statement, but muiit put such allegations and innuendos 
oowplet«ly to rest, until some persons equally respectable 
as those who now give their testimony and state their 
means of knowledge shall come forward and put their 
names to reports of what they saw with their eyes and 
h»ard with their ears; not merely to repeat the tittle- 
tattle hearsay of a foixJ- breathed mob. "WTien charges of 
inunoral conduct are distinctly stated and fairly proved 
against Bums we shall be ready to yield our belief and 
our reprobation of the evil : but until we see something 
untitled to the name of evidence, we cannot allow our 
scepticism to be shaken. 

The truth is that the oonviviU excesses or other errors 
of Robert Burns were neither greater nor more numerous 
than those which we every day see in the conduct of men 
who stand high in the estimation of society — of some men 
who, like Bums, have, in their peculiar spheres, conferred 
splendid gifts of genius on their country, and whose names 
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are breathed in every voice with pride and enthusiasm as 
the benefactors of society. Are their errors officiously 
dragged from, the tomb, or emblazoned amidst the trophies 
of victory without imiversal reprobation P All we ask is 
the same measure of justice and of mercy for Bums. The 
cause of morality is never truly served by hunting for and 
exhibiting the &ults of a splendid character ; for {hey are 
generally found combined with qualities which it is 
impossible not to love or admire; it were better to bury 
them in oblivion. If their errors are exhibited, however, 
let them be fairly stated and established, and no one will 
conceive himself bound to imitate or admire what is 
odious, although he may yield his admiration to excel- 
lence. No rank, genius, or greatness in any character can 
sanctify or alter the nature of vice, or protect from its 
merited condemnation; nor is any man so foolish as to 
pretend that the faults of another can justify his own 
moral delinquencies. It is all a pretext to disguise the 
basest passions when we are told that it is necessary to 
blast Robert Bums's name because, forsooth, he was 
occasionally addicted to pleasures which are too prevalent 
in the world. Nor can we view the avidity with which 
scandalous stories have been sought and circulated about 
him as very creditable to the manliness or spirit of the 
times. We have seen the greatest men of this age guilty 
of all that has been even imputed to Bums ; yet the eye of 
inquiry is shut, and the voice of censure is unheard. We 
have seen undisguised vices enthroned in power without 
one countervailing virtue, in comparison with which the 
blemishes of Bums were like a glowing twilight to utter 
darkness. We have seen warriors and statesmen, and men 
of patrician rank; we have seen even the presidents of 
Bible societies, the committee-men of prayer and mis- 
sionary associations, and an innumerable herd of those 
who have something to give or to say indtdging without 
rebuke from our writing moralists in all the practices 
which have been imputed to Bums, and to a much greater 
extent; yet, instead of clamour, we have heard nothing 
burst from respectful silence except adulation. But Bums 




I 



■ «— trfjitin. T»iato^lfc»faJlK.w»ny*, ^My 
pMk aw «e '* ^ i— htfJ irt£»r: Wt ts do bo 

whn b teri » Ud l«r M n aetiM cqwJIj dMAvto of 
wrfabowr ^ t —ra y , lad if g^wmitj. IV. Currie 
■i^ knc lyMul tht liiliMiil to vbck «i> allode 
liflMKl aay deviatMB b«M Aal mtafnlf fay wluck a 
liiiigii^tii akmM W yiiifi: Wt ^ttimg awde it. Ute 
■i—ttn of Hs bntfa i> • la ghiM te mitjtti of iBTntigatiaa. 
Coabiaed, ndndt vi& tki mt ■( Dr. Cvrir's olMnra- 
ttca*, aad tbe laaajr weO-avtli^Uicated farta of Bohis'b 
liie, it is aot caleolated, perfcapa. to prodoce oa any 
eliaritablr miad a my kanh imfnvanan, bat it has been 
fixed on by the reptSea whom Bvms's ntire string as a 
concfMioo tQitable to their malign tmpen, and hw been 
embodied in the prejodires of the leaned and the mlgar 
■0 strongly that nothing will cnre the eril but a radical 
npplitwttOD of facte to the assamptions of Dr. Carrie. 

Tbfl doctnr insintistee that Boras associated with com- 
pany of th« lowest kind- The terms employed are relative. 
Nothing can be more arbitrary in construction than the 
phrase "\ov company." There is a kind of pedantry in 
all ranks and profi-MJons, and in every town and prorince, 
wliicli induces persons of circumBcribed habits to regard 
all iK'yond l.hc little circle of their own movement or 
nnder the mark of a title as low. Burns had his own 
opinJonK on the nubjVd. He paid very little repard to 
distinctions merely adventitious, and possessing himself 
tin factitious claim to rank in Bociebr above the level of 
11 peonant or tlic humWfsl order of revenue officers, he may 
woll he forgiven for looking fo the standard of merit in 
all rftnk»--to tnlent and worth — as the only mle for 
guiding him in the choice of his friends and companions. 
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In his estimate lie was, no doubt, aometimes wrong ; and 
the keenness to observe character, very unworthy per- 
sonages must often have intruded themselves on his 
society^ — ^men who were base enoi^h to seduce the 
masculine energies of his mind and body into occasional 
excess, and then to proclaim the triumphs of their base- 
ness. He was exposed inevitably by the liumbleness of his 
occupation to daily intercourse with persons whose habits 
of life and pursuits were of the most sordid description ; 
and everyone situated as he was must necessarily be 
obliged, in a greater or less degree, to mingle familiarly 
and professionally with the very lowest classes of society. 
But the daily, chosen, and cherished associates of Bums, 
even " on evil days, through fallen and evil tongues," were 
not such as can justly he termed low, if respectability of 
character and attainments in the middle ranks of life 
entitle men to hold up their heads in soriety and claim 
an exemption from the reproach of abject lowness. The 
friends of Robert Bums— those who cherished him in his 
original obscurity— those who rejoiced in bis fame, and 
who were attached to him by stronger influences than the 
fumes of a drunken revel, were the steady and unaltered 
friends and associates of Bums till the day of his death. 
They forsook him not, but clung to him with undimin- 
ished regard in all the vicissitudes of his fortune. They 
have not yet forgotten him. 

Although we have thus freely, and perhaps some may 
think sharply, animadverted on Dr. Currie's exceptionable 
remarks, we put the present edition of his works into the 
hands of the public as an interesting collection of the works 
of Bums, exhibiting with exceptions, in as far as Dr. 
Currie is concerned, a mind discriminating, elevated, and 
benevolent, and a tono of feeling which awakens sympathy 
with the author and his subject. If we have written a 
sentence that can he construed into a greater degree of 
disrespect for Dr. Currie's character and labours than was 
necessary to explain the truth, we shall have exceeded our 
ftbject and violated our intentions. 

It is unnecessary to say a great deal about Dr. Irvine's 
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of Dr. Obtw W^ fomitMA hwm Urn Ukwy to steikd 
■■iMiwhJ TW filTiii ^ ibc facto Mc both copied ; 
lad. M VBJiaialj' haffoB m the malitiuM of aajthiag 
^ndlow. aU A* bidto ngwir aKBkd to Bsms I17 Dr. 
Cwri* an es^gmtad I9- Dr. InrncL We find it stated 
■(Cording tkst lui iiiiigalaittiB> aftw kr resided in 
Ihusfrim beeame "fa hnmM y haWtaal." and aa a 
tlworctica] duliuttioii, whjdi «« fcaev to be incoasistenk 
irith fact, we are told tbat " il Bttttt bsiv been irapoaaible 
for him to discharge the datM d U^ office with that 
ri'trularitj' which u almoat indiipHitobh." We find Dr. 
Currin'N notice of the circmiutaikOM vbidi banvd tbe pm- 
inolinii of Itui-DH in the Excise pat in ratber « new light. 
IttiriiH in invulvptl in the (reneral accosatioa of haTis^, 
Willi tliK ourly admirers of the French KeTvlution in this 
pnuntrj', r<nU*rtiiioc(l "exirsvagant schemes of prematura 
ii'fni'iiiAlion in tbo constitution of their native coontrr"^ — 
iif hnvinK iloclnimed '" with unbridled freedom concerning 
Hir> iir|r><nt neeoBsity of a radical reformation": and yet 
no fti*i> nuMiinHl, a» a matter of fact, that "the officer who 
liHil liiwi commissioned to institute a formal inquiry 
I'tmlil (lUcovor no substantial gronnda of accusation." 
Tliiw ■lat^mcnlx we need not attempt to reconcile. But we 
liillaf Ktiiilrurlirt the assere rations that Bums was ever in 
■Hi'h a liorriblo tit«te that he "could only be preserved 
hi*tii ovci'wliclming languor by the aid of stimulant 
llmiitiv Ihat lif waff enger to avoid the pangs of solitary 
|«nm'lli<>i> Hnd wan even incapable of relishing domestic 
W M»*it"H»l locioty or that he degraded his noble faculties 
^ •» Midwi a lovcl that many of his earlier friends became 
Wlh1f-HKll)tiiiiMl of having contracted such an intimacy." 
Ww l«w> 111) eviilcnw that he was doomed, in the bittemees 
i4 (vmtUW, III anknowledge numerous breaches of the duties 
\J ^ htttWiid and a fatlior. The hand of disease, and the 
IfUUkwimfi of il inappointnient, pressed heavily on the body 
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and mind of Bums towards the close of his life ; and there 
is no doubt that even then he imprudently allowed himself 
to be seduced into company and hard drinking ; but that 
he ever sought refuge from physical languor or solitary 
reflection in the ''bane and antidote" of stimulating 
liquors, apart from social enjoyment (as this statement 
clearly implies), is utterly without foundation in truth. 
It was not the love of stimulant liquors, it was society 
which misled Bums into any wanderings. On this subject 
we have the most unquestionable testimony. That ''he 
was incapable of relishing domestic or rational society" 
is equally an error in fact ; for within until a few days of 
his death, when disease overpowered his mind, no man 
relished or more truly adorned domestic and rational society. 
His domestic life, if not the most splendid in the world's 
eye, was tmruf&ed ; for, though extremely limited in the 
means of life, frugality and good temper at home 
peculiarly endeared his conjugal enjoyments; and we 
have the best testimony — ^the testimony of Mrs. Bums — 
that she never heard a harsh word from her husband, and 
never saw a frown upon his brow. Nor was he ever brought 
so low as to be incapable of enjoying rational society. For 
proof to the contrary, we need only to refer to Mrs. 
Dunlop's letter, to Mr. Walker's statement, and to the 
various documents in the Supplement, Who the "earlier 
friends were that found it expedient to be half-ashamed " 
of his acquaintance we cannot tell ; but it is probable they 
are now altogether ashamed to give their names to such an 
avowal. This, however, we can say, that his earliest were 
his best and his latest friends, and that it would have been 
well for Bums if he had shaken off such friends as could 
insinuate themselves into his confidence and then betray 
it by exaggerating the effusions of his gay and imguarded 
moments. Of the "numerous breaches of the duties of 
a husband and a father," which Bums is represented as 
acknowledging, we have been unable to obtain the 
slightest information. Every man who has such duties 
to perform, if he be candid and ingenuous, must, in the 
course of his life, have occasion to confess that he has not 
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■Inar rvrrj daty : ud wr will not avo tint Bnm had not 
htk Bhare uf oonleMloDs, bat wv ran uant, vitbont the 
trmr of cotitndirtioD, that no maa had le« caow of wlf- 
rvproach (or unkindne«8 lo bis wife and duldrea tfaaa 
Uol>prt BnniF. That their intereBt, that hie own interest. 
a* MonfctiNi with their worldlj proeperity, was not a 
nialttr on which all bis ihotighta were tent, and to which 
all hi* Mfftions wpn* devoted, ia certainly true, and we 
TvgTft that h«> WM not p<>rbapa a little more like Uie men of 
lh« wiirltl amunil him in this respect. But no man was or 
I'culil Iw tnoTv affM-tionately attentive to every conjugal 
nhd iMrontAl duty which he bad the power of performing. 
U|>oii thin nubjift we refer with much eatis^tion to the 
tfulimnny of a (fentlemim who possessed, and deserved to 
INUMMH, th^ friondsbip of Burns in those days, when he is 
exhibilttd a« grovi-llinfj perpetually in the most brutal 
loatitw of lif*» — whose opportunities of knowing the truth 
were aniple, and whose evidence derives peculiar valoe 
from thp imrity and respectability of bis own chatucter. 

Or. Irvint< rcniHrkM, on his notice of the death of Bums, 
"that tb« ^lariii)* fi'Ilies of the man were now toi^tt*n, 
mid the prcnmlure and melancholy fate of the poet was 
alone rememluT*-!!," lluil this been the case we should 
lint now hiivr ht'cM employixl in removing tbe glare which 
baa been thrown around liin follies, nor in tbe ungrat^>fu! 
task of exuiniuitig with a rigour, which is perhaps 
unavoidable, tbe blunders of bis biograpbers. To offer 
any apology for criticising a published book is neither 
necMnary nor in our contemplation ; but we may be per- 
mitted to nay that we have no motive and no feeling of 
pemonal nnkindnc^s, and that we know and respect the 
learning which Dr. Irvine has displayed in various 
illuitt rations of Scottish literature. 

We now npiiroach the Kdinburgh Reviem — the moat 
(rcmcndoiis battery which bos been erected on "tbe 
ponderous tomes of T)r. Curric" against tbe mora) fame of 
Hums. We shall. ncverthelesB, venture among ita fire, 
which seems false, and do not utterly despair of shaking, 
though we cannot, hope on this point to raze, its founda- 
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tions. We do not affect to consider this review as either 
too high or too low for notice ; it is entitled to a respecthil 
and gentlemanlike approach, but not to our criticism in 
a state of prostration. Its specionsness is adapted to 
produce the most unfavourable impressions of Bums ; but 
the high talent and principle it displays merit our attempt 
to disabuse its author. 

The article, indeed, from which we have given an 
extract, afforded us pleasure and pain when we first read 
it; and though years have since elapsed, we still experi- 
ence a mixed emotion in the reperusal. There is a felicity 
in some of the criticisms, and a moral eloquence which 
captivated and commands our sincere assent, even though 
it is blended with assumptions and errors in reference to 
"tiie Scottish rustic," which have always extorted from 
UB sorrow and something like indignation. In the very 
first sentence of the critique, the reviewer speaks sneeringly 
of Bums as a poetical prodigy on a level with Stephen 
Duck and Thomas Dermody — ^men, the glimmerings of 
whose genius are extinct. Assuredly there never was 
a more tmhappy or a more ungentle similitude. Perhaps 
we misunderstuid the meaning of the critic. 

But we must speak to the main charge of the reviewer — 
that ''the le€tding vice in Bums's character and the 
cardinal deformity, indeed, of all his productions was his 
contempt, or affectation of contempt, for prudence, 
decency, and regularity, and his admiration of thought- 
lessness, oddity, and vehement sensibility — ^his belief, 
in short, in the dispensing power of genius and 
social feeling in all matters of morality and common 
sense." Now, this proposition is just as easily denied as 
affirmed, and as we do deny it, evidence is the only means 
of extricating the asserter from a dilemma. And what is 
the reviewer's evidence? Broad assertion, illustrated by 
declamations which have no more application to Bums 
than to the reviewer. Let us see whether the tenor of 
Bums's life and all his productions tend to support or to 
overthrow the reviewer's averment. 

If we take the events of Btims's life and his actions as 
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the best means of diHCOvering whether or not he held mere 
geaius and social feeling to be clothed with a dispensing 
power in all mattera of morality and common sense, we 
shall be led lo a conclusion very dtfierent, indeed, from 
the reviewer's poaitioD. Bums was conscious that he 
possessed genius, and if he had not, the unanimous voice 
of bis countrymen most have oonrinced him. He also 
possessed social feeling; but is there any action of his 
life which betrays a grave and deliberate opinion, or an 
affectation of it, that such endowments and propensitiea 
exempted him from the dischar^ of any duty or justified 
his departure from rectitude in any important matters of 
morality and common sense? Xot one that we can 
recollect. It is the practical opinions, as exemplified in 
conduct, by which we are to judge of every man's prin- 
ciples of action : and although he used the licmlia valam. 
in talking and writing freely about the minor breaches of 
deconmi, we never find him resorting to any sophisticated 
slang about feelings when the more important parts of 
actual duty are concerned. While only a boy, at a lime of 
life when some of our high-bred youths have scarcely 
escaped from the nursery, Robert Burns was doing the 
work of a man, and assisting his father and brother vrith 
all the devotedness of generous affection in the labours of 
the field, and in supporting a virtuous family. Nor was 
this a transient fit of animal kindness; during the whole 
of his father's life he continued, until twenty-five years of 
age, in almost utter aeclusinu from society, struggling on 
in his "toils obscure" with the moat meagre food for 
sustenance, and borne down not merely by premature 
bodily labour, but by the unspeakable anguish of contem- 
plating a beloved father sinking into the grave in penury 
and broken-hearted." Was such conduct the slang of the 

* . . . Look not for virtuous deeds 

In hiatorT'B arena, where the prisp 

Of fame or poirer prompts to heroic ac^te ; ' 

Peruse the livti themaelveB of men obacare : 

There oharitj that robs itself to gire, 

There fortitude in sickness nnrsed by irant, 

There cournge that expects no tonaue to praise. 

There virtne lurks, like purest gold, deep hid. 

With no alloy of selfish motive mixed. — Qrahatne. 
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worst German plays and the lowest town-made novels? 
Was this generosity without justice P Was this a deliberate 
system of determined profligacy and selfishness, or the fruit 
of mere thoughtlessness and casual impulse P Was this the 
pitiful cant of careless feeling and eccentric genius, fitted 
for the hulks and the house of correction, or was it conduct 
corresponding to the farewell speech of a Botany Bay 
convict P Much common sense has often been sacrificed 
to the turning of a period, and the plainest facts have been 
generally overlooked in striving to give colouring to a 
doubtful cause; really we cannot entirely acquit the 
reviewer of a determined purpose of shutting his eyes to 
every fact in the life of Bums, when he indited his tirade 
against the barren and unfruitful sentimentality of the 
circulating library. It is quite out of place, though very 
good, no doubt, if it had been properly applied; but on 
what point does all this touch BumsP 

Even after his father's death Burns most religiously 
discharged, to the utmost of his ability, all the duties of 
a son and of a brother, of a husband and a father; and 
in his professional and public capacities, as a faithful 
servant of the Crown and an honest man, his name is 
without a stain. If, like other men, he was occasionally 
the victim of " those ills that flesh is heir to," it is quite 
impossible, by any warrantable construction of any of his 
actions, to say that he considered mere poetical genius 
and love of company as a sanction for injustice or immor- 
ality in many of its forms. Of the leading vice, as it is 
called, in Bums's character, we know not where to find a 
shadow of evidence. He never spent in vain superfluities, 
as is stated by tmavoidable implication, " that money which 
belongs in right to the pale, industrious tradesman and 
his famishing infants " — ^he never vaunted of his generosity 
and goodness of heart, and sat ''raving about friendship 
and philanthropy in a tavern while his wife's heart was 
breaking at her cheerless fireside, and his children pining 
in solitary poverty." 

But the "cardinal deformity of all his productions is, 
it seems, akin to the 'leading vice of his character'- 
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•^le which. ' in the ejea of English sense and morality,' 
is only adapted to the ' hoBotirable profession ' of a high- 
WBjman— which coDstitatc* ' the heroics oiJy of the hoiks 
and the hoiue of cerrection,' and which has ' no chance 
nf being admired except in a farewell speech of a young 
gentleman preparing for Botany Bay.' Lest the reader 
sboiild think the critic had diverged into a region totally 
unconnected with Bums, and shoold also wander in the 
Mune path, he is told, to prevent th« possibility of any 
mistake, that ' it is humiliating to think bow deeply Bums 
has fallen into this debasing error.' Boms, it is averred, 
is perpetually makii^ a parade of his thoughtlessness, 
inflammability, and imprudence, and talking with much 
complacency and exulUitloa of the offence he has occa- 
sioned to the Hober and correct part of mankind." The 
only commentary which all this needs is simply that the 
statement thus made, without limitation, is absolutely 
erruneous. It la quite impossible for any man at all 
converaant with Buras's writings to make aucb a charge ; 
we defy any man, except by misconstruction, to torture all, 
or almost any, of his compositions, in prose or in verse, into 
such miserable trash as is thus described. Some of the 
more venial peccadillos of animal life Bums, it must be 
allowed, views with too much lenity, if he finds in the 
sinner any redeeming qualities of good-beartednesa ; nor 
will we defend either the habita or language which are 
occasionally graced with the witchery of his genius. But 
Betting a few of these bagatelles aside, the characteristic 
(]Ua1ities of Burns's poetry and letters are as completely 
different from those which have now, for the first time, been 
discovered in them, as it is possible for the imagination 
of man to conceive. The poetry of Burns and his letters, 
which reveal all the workings of his heart and bis fancy, 
hi-iir the strong stamp of consistency with sound common 
sense and sound common feeling, if by these we are to 
understand a sense evinced in the faithful discharge of 
what is due tn our relations, our friends, to society, and 
to ourselves. Neglect, systematic neglect of the ordinary 
duties of life, under the specious but hollow pretext of 
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spirit and genius, and so forth, never, except in manifest 
jest and intended balderdash, found in him a defender or 
an example. And although he was apt to view with 
abundant toleration the frailties in others, from which no 
man can altogether claim an exemption, he is, in a striking 
degree, the adversary of false sentiment, of all kinds of 
slang, hypocrisy, and dissimulation in every possible shape 
when these pollute the realities of life ; he has also painted 
in the most captivating aspect every amiable and manly 
virtue, and it is impossible to open a page of his works 
and not discover something which either delights the 
imagination or tends to the honour of pure and rational 
morality. To defend Burns*s writings nowadays woidd, 
indeed, be as idle as, in the true spirit of knight-errantry, 
to fight with a windmill. His poems have triumphed over 
criticism — ^they need no defence ; we only appeal to them. 
We do not, however, defend the publishers of all his 
writings. 

But he is accused of another ''lamentable trait of 
vulgarity " — " a perpetual boast of his. own independence, 
which is obtruded upon the readers of Bums in almost 
every page of his writings." This is a form of expression 
which we recollect to have heard a reverend divine employ 
when apologising for a little looseness in his statements — 
it is ''speaking wide." We have read many pages of 
Bums's writings and do not recollect any instance in which 
he made his own independence a "spontaneous theme to 
those friends in whose estimation he felt that his honour 
stood clear," without being prompted to the utterance of 
his feelings by something in the circumstanoes or subject 
with which his expressions were connected. We very often, 
indeed, find him in his poetry and in his letters expressing 
an ardent admiration of an independent spirit ; but it is 
uniformly, if we be not much mistaken, in consequence of 
the subject being thrown in his way. Should it, however, 
in any instance be found spontaneously broiight forward, 
it is not a thing to be greatly wondered at if a feeling, 
which undoubtedly animated his whole heart and charac- 
terised his whole conduct, should, in his very peculiar 
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Wa »n mow m<i f tmdng, with aa 

litUe oerwBumf a» v-.._^ -^-^^h critic who kM 

saiUciawlj cr ntw d th« Iwaed. aa^ like the Boideren tA 
old, conuBitted depndakMas cm oar be*l treccons- A 
writer in the L<mdoa QMOfierfyfimav, with the caiuticdiB- 
poaitiofi erinoed by our EdiBborgfa critics (for whom, after 
•11, we have • cUanish r^nrd), and with its own peculiar 
heavineaa, haa gone the nry greatest lengths in every kind 
of mtirepresentation with respect to Robert Boms. And 
if the spirit of chivalry, an emanation of which we have 
utaght from their review of Cromeh's Rdtquet, did not 
mingle itself with the gall necessarily in our pen, we 
•hoald assuredly write down one hard word and apply it 
lo the gentleman who has attempted, poorly attempted, 
to trample on the grave of our national poet. We most 
therefor*? adopt a circumlncutioD to express oar meaning — 
the "few distinctions," as they are called, which we have 
copied from the Quarterly Review with respect to Bums 
are devoid of truth, in fact. Never, indeed, have we seen 
a more audacious and incredible fiction than the assertions 
that Bums was totaljy divested of the principle which 
cteavos to that which is good, and that though he never 
lost light of the beacon which ought to have guided him, 
yi't he never profited by its light ; that ia, in plain English, 
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that Bums was utterly destitute of every moral principle, 
and that his life was one unvaried scene of vices or 
crimes — that he never even did one good action in the 
whole course of it! Such is the plain and unequivocal 
import of the metaphorical prattle about wreck and 
torrents, and swimming and beacons, in which this abomin- 
able falsehood is clothed ; it is quite impossible to give it 
another name so as to distinguish suitably its character. 
It were mere drivelling to soften our language. We do 
not desire to give a fine edge to satire; our sole object 
is to assert truth. 

The only other proposition in this precious criticism 
which bears the aspect of a fact really injurious to Bums's 
memory is denominated a ''dreadful truth," that Bums, 
when a friend was offering him well-meant and warm 
expostulation, attempted to destroy that friend by pltmging 
a sword into his breast ; and in the next instant he was with 
difficulty withheld from suicide ! What atonement can any 
man make for publishing so foul a calumny as thisP 
What apology can a professed guardian of literature and 
morals, a self-constituted censor of immorality, offer to 
an insulted public for going out of the book under his 
review, for manufacturing to his own taste, and then 
gravely printing and publishing a story which he either 
knew, or ought to have known, is, by exaggeration, cruel 
untruth P What kind of a head must he possess who could 
hazard his credibility and the reputation of the work with 
which he was connected by asserting what he can never 
prove P What kind of heart must he have who cotdd 
wring the hearts of the widow and the fatherless by such 
false, revolting pictures of a tender husband and an affec- 
tionate parent, whose fame and honour were all the earthly 
treastires which he left themP Shame, shame! Is this 
criticism P It is a libel which deserves the pillory; and 
if the author of it were known, which, fortunately for him, 
is not the case, he would doubtless fill that space in public 
opinion which a good man would not desire to occupy. 

We have ascertained by actual inquiry at the gentlemen 
alluded to in this story how much of it is fact and how 
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much einbe-llishment. The charge is that Bums made an 
tttt«mpt to plunge a sword-cane iuto the bu<!y ot hifi friend, 
and was with difficulty prevented afterwards from killing 
himeelf. To attempt, in the ardiuary acceptAtion of our 
language, imports a full purpose in the agent of accom- 
plishing some design, followed forth by an act which nis 
own will alone does not check, but which, if baified, is 
counteracted by some external force; and if this be a 
correct view of the expression, we are warranted to deny 
flatly that Burns attempted to plunge a sword into the 
body of his friend, or to destroy himself. That friend, Mr. 
John Syme, in a written statement now before us, gives 
an account of this murderous- looking story, which we 
shall transcribe verbatim, that the nature of this attempt 
may be precisely known. " In my parlour at Byedale 
one afternoon Burns and I were very gracious and conB- 
dential. I did advise him to be temperate in all things. 
I might have spoken daggers, but I did not mean tbem. 
He shook to the inmost fibre of his frame, drew the 
sword-cane, when I exclaimed, "What! wilt thou thus, 
and in my own house ? ' The poor fellow was so stung 
with remorse that he dashed himself down on the floor," 
And this is gmvely laid before the world at second-hand 
as an attempt by Burns to munler a friend and to commit 
suicide, from which " he was with difficulty withheld ! " 
So much for the manner of telling a story. The whole 
amount of it, by Mr. Svme's account— and none else can be 
correct — seems to be that being " gracious '' one afternoon 
(perhaps a little "glorious" too, according to Tam o' 
Shanter), he, in his own house, thought fit to give Bums 
a lecture on temperance in all things : in the course of 
which he acknowledges that he " might have spoken 
daggers " — and that Burns, in a moment of irritation, 
perhaps of justly offended pride, merely drew the aword 
(which, like every other Excise officer, he wore at all 
time^ profese ion ally in a stafi), in order, as a soldier would 
touch his sword, to repel indignity. But by Mr. Syme'a own 
testimony. Bums only drew the sword from the cane ; 
nothing is said of an attempt to stab ; but on the contrary. 
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Mr. Syme declare expressly tliat a mock-solemn exclama- 
tion, pretty characteristic, we suspect, of tiie whole affair, 
wound up the catastrophe of this tragiail scene. Keally 
it is a foolish piece of bu8in.eHS to magnify such an incident 
into a "dreadful truth," illustrative of the "untamed and 
plebeian " spirit of Burus. We cannot help regretting that 
Mr. Syme should unguardedly have communicated such 
an anecdote to any of his friends, considering that this 
ebullition of momentary irritation was followed, as he 
himself states, by a friendship more ardent than ever 
betwixt him and Burns. He should have been aware that 
the story, when told again and again by others, would be 
twisted and tortured into the scanilaloua form which it at 
last assumed in the Quarterly lieview. The antics of a 
good man in the delirium of a fever might with equal 
propriety be narrated in blank verse, as a proof that he 
was a bad man when in perfect health. A momentary gust 
of passion, excited by acknowledged provocation, and 
followed by nothing but drawing or brandishing a 
weapon accidentally in hia hand, and an immediate and 
strong conviction that even this was a great error, cannot, 
without the most outrageous violence of construction, be 
tortured into an attempt to commit murder and suicide. 
All the artifice of language, too, is used to give a horrible 
impression of Bums. The sword-cane is spoken of without 
explanation as a thing " which he usually wore," as if 
he had habitually carried the concealed stiletto of an 
assassin. The reviewer should have been much more on 
his guard. We think we could pierce him on an unguarded 
and vulnerable side, but we scorn the combat with a man 
in a mask. What has become of his chivalry? 

The other "distinctions" of this redoubted reTiew 
provoke only derision. It is really quite amusing to see 
the critic mistake the merely jocular rhapsodies of Burns 
for "absolute rant," and give an example of professed 
bombast as a proof that he was desirous of " shining, and 
hloEing, and thundering." The critic's sagacity, too, is 
quite marvellous in discovering the poet's "opinion of hifi 
own temperament," from certain rhetorical flourishes, and 
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particolorly from his having, is absolute jest, said he 
envied the condition of a wild horse in the deserts of 
Asia, and an oyster ! Like other fabulists, the Quarterly 
reTiewer must have his moral ; and having prefigured the 
poor poet as a horse, which acknowledged not adversity 
M the tamer of the human breast, and knew not " the 
golden' curb which discretion hangs upon passion"; 
having, moreover, assumed that this horae-oyBter bard 
" believed that there could be no pleasurable existence 
between the extremes of licentious frenzy and torpid 
sensuality," he closes a very poetical series of remarks with 
an oracular conclusion " that if pride and ambition were 
capable of being taught, they might hence learn that a 
well-regulated mind and controlled passions are to be 
prized above all the glow uf imagination and all the 
splendour of genius I " This is very glowing and very 
splendid, no doubt; but really there is too much of " the 
spirit of chivalry" lor commonplace and "vulgar" taste. 
The British public would have infinitely preferred honest 
truth and charity to that chivalry which insults a dead 
man, whose living touch would have withered the band 
that is lifted up in impotence to hurt, over the wreck of 
his manly frame. 

Sick as we are of the nauseating inventions of the 
Quarterly Review, we cannot paaa over the observations 
applied to the "plebeian" spirit of Burns, as if it had 
been something inferior to "that spirit of chivalry which 
since the feudal times hss pervaded the higher ranks of 
European society." This is a conceit of the reviewer's 
own, adopted, it would seem, for no other purpose than to 
vent a sarcasm against Bm-ns and the humbler ranks of 
the community; the epithet "plebeian" is repeated with 
an air of aelf-gratulation not unworthy of some silly lord. 
Uiversitiea of rank, political and hereditary honours, are 
the unavoidable results of a well-regulated state of society, 
and we are ever ready to give honour to whom honour is 
due, hut we have no notion of tclerating a supercilious 

'What does the critic moan b; a gnldcn aarbf 
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assumption of lordliness in an anonymous reviewer, wlio, 
perhaps, has no claim whatever to public notice, which is 
not founded solely on qualities altogether personal. Nor 
can we ever reckon that condition of life ignoble which 
coidd nurture in our **land of brown heath'' the high 
soul, the manly, sublime, and truly British spirit of Bobert 
Bums. If the reviewer means to say that Btims had not 
the manners of a courtier, or the flippancy of a Parisian 
petit maitre, we will not dispute the position; but if he 
means to insinuate that he was destitute of that purest 
remnant of feudal manners, the "grace of life," which 
springs from an union of habitual self-possession and 
benevolence in society, and which constitutes true polite- 
ness and honest urbanity, we will tell him that no man had 
it in a more eminent degree than Bums. The ladies are 
on this subject no bad judges ; they are unanimous against 
the reviewer, and the testimony, indeed, of all who ever 
came within the reach of his social influence is that it 
was something like sorcery. But really for this reviewer 
to talk of chivalry, and to write such ungentlemanly stuff 
as we have been noticing, is like an old Border bandit 
speaking of honesty. 

This unknown personage represents Bums as ever so 
poor " as to be on the very brink of absolute ruin, looking 
forward now to the situation of a foot-soldier, now to that 
of a common beggar, as no unnatural consummation of 
his evil fortune." Such a statement is really ludicrous. 
It is a construction of facts and of passages in the poet's 
letters akin to the sublime notion that Bums had fixed 
upon the devil as the model of his own character. But 
we will not fatigue the reader of these notes with further 
animadversion on the errors of this blundering scribbler, 
who seems to have looked to payment by the sheet as his 
reward for this effusion of malevolence. Before taking 
our leave, however, we may only deny (as is necessary, of 
course, when the " extravagance of genius," by which this 
critic is distinguished, ever touches or adorns a fact) that 
Bums was either a political partisan, or listened with 
complacency to what has been termed French philo- 
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sopbj — if any definite meaning can be afiixed to tbeae 
expreestone. Bums was of loo sturdy a temper to be a 
partisan; he was destined to take a lead in anythtsg to 
whioh bis soul was devoted, and tbougb he submitted to 
make bis bread as an inferior otKcer oE Excise, be never 
yielded tij the mt<anness of abetting miserable political clubs 
by bis orations, or of composing bad soDgs to stimulate 
their prejudices and passions when it was thought requisite 
to create and strengthen principles by the force of alcohol. 
The tmusient meaning given to " French philosophv " is 
now un intelligible, since the howl of liliertj and equality 
ceased to alarm. Nothing can be more contrary to fact, 
or inconsistent with various avermeDt«, that Bums was the 
mere organ of feeling, than the assertion that he had 
imbibed what was universally understood at the time as 
the true character of notions, t«rmed by some Frenchmen 
and their adversaries philosophy — a brutal dereliction of 
every sentiment and affection native to the heart of Burns. 
That in his private sentiments, and in his ordinary inter- 
course with society, he favoured the French Revolution, in 
80 far as it promised to lead to that blessed consummation 
which we have lived to behold — a limited monarchy on the 
ruins of an absolute despotism — is quite true ; but it is 
about aa logical to infer from thence that he wished to 
overturn the limited monarchy and established liberty of 
his native country, as to conclude that he was a habitual 
drunkard because he sometimes took a cheerful glass with 
his friends. Whenever truth is forsaken there are no 
bounds to absurdity, and the critic before us has given an 
ample measure. But we leave him to liis fate — not without 
some pity blended in our resentments. 

Of the Life attributed to Mr. Walker, of Perth, we 
really wish we could speak in terms of approbation ; bat 
we cannot, in the present instance, indulge our personal 
feelings at the expense of Robert Bums. His representa- 
tion of Bums's life and character is inconsistent with 
itself. It is constructed on what appears to us an erroneous 
notion of biography; it contains statements of fact which 
must derive all their credibility from the individual 
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testimony of the narrator; and yet that individual is to 
the public a nonentity — ^for the publication is anonymous. 
It contains, instead of facts and evidence, and reflections 
drawn from and warranted by these, a great deal of con- 
jecture and assumption and split-hair philosophising 
about possi^ities, of very little moment in themselves, 
and as foreign to the life and character of Bums as of 
Bonaparte. It represents Bums in one page as in fact a 
very good man, and damns him by hypothesis in the next. 
Altogether, it seems to have been written with 'sickly 
&stidiousne6s of taste, and in terror lest on any topic the 
author should have got out of order. Too much is sacri- 
ficed to a false public appetite for sermonising and scandal ; 
and when we see the moral part of Bums falling, as it 
were, under the daggers of literary patriots, when we see 
a friend among the number, we can imagine that we hear 
the parting spirit of the bard utter the last and deep 
reproach of Csesar. 

We need not go beyond the passages we have quoted 
for proof of our general objections to this specimen of 
biography. There is scarcely a page in which we do not 
stumble on a proposition coupled with such phrases as 
"there is ground to suspect," "I suspect," and "it is to 
be suspected." And it is very curious that in almost every 
case all these suspicions are at once injurious to Btims 
and contrary to notorious facts. No better illustration can 
be given of this unsatisfactory style of biography than 
the "suspicion" which is excited against the unspotted 
worth of William Bums, the poet's father. We are 
instructed by a philosophical reverie that the misfortunes 
of that worthy man must probably have arisen from some 
radical defect in his own character or conduct, since 
uniform mischance, it is assumed, always implies as much ! 
How silly and cruel are such insinuations! God knows, 
there are many pressed down in adversity for life without 
the slightest cause existing in their conduct or personal 
characters. We have known individuals possessing every 
quality that we can conceive of human worth destined, 
like William Bums, to drink deeply in the cup of affliction, 
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to atrnggle throogh life witJi pm ertj r and diMppoJDtment 
uul Mrrow, aod bo deaeeiul like liiin into the ^rave with 
tuir otiier coUAolationj tlum the prospects beyond iL The 
oraae of William Bonu's luuforni miofartune is v«iy 
obrioas to an ordinary observer: he had not moaeT; that 
waa his defect And the want of capital alone fettered him 
to aU the diaasten which he experieiic«d in his affectionate 
anxiety to keep his family aroond him in their tender 
yeara. There ia no occasion for a refinement in fipecolatiiui 
when a bet stands manifestly in view sufficient to account 
tor occurrences. We will not notice all the may-be sen- 
tenoea of which we disapprove, and to which we could only 
give a contradiction ; nor shall we swell these remarks 
by selecting the inconsistencies which are involved in the 
views of the biographer ; but there is one part of his own 
conduct which we cannot overlook, which we notice with 
regret, and which many will reprobate in stronger terms 
than we are inclined to employ. We allnde to the visit 
which the biographer paid to Bums a few months before 
his death, and whatever the memory of Bums may suffer 
from the account given of that visit, the biographer, 
whoever he be, must suffer infinitely more in public 
opinion. 

The biographer tells the public that, after a separation 
of eight years, he went to Dumfries on purpose to pay a 
visit to his old friend Bums, only a few months before 
the death of Bums; that ihe first of two days, which, on 
this occasion, they spent together, waa nearly all consumed 
in a manner indicative of entire correctness in the poet's 
conduct, and distinguished by no peculiarity, except that 
he "showed a diapoaition, wliich, however, was easily 
repressed (being overawed, no doubt), to throw out. political 
remarks of the same natiire with those for which he had 
lieen reprehended." The day following, however, he is 
described as " ready " to attend the biographer and a friend 
to the inn, where " he called for fresh supplies of liquor," 
for which, he being their invited guest, his companions 
were, of course, to pay: and the narrator adds, "nor waa 
it till he saw us worn out that he departed about three in 
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the morning, with a reluctance which probably proceeded 
less from being deprived of our company than from being 
confined to his own ! " Eeally this is the very shabbiest 
business recorded in any of the biographical garrulities 
we have ever seen. We never could have dreamt that any 
man, accustomed to the courtesies of decent society, would 
have violated the ndes of hospitality and friendship so 
egregiously as to invite a friend to his table, for it is the 
same thing whether that be in a private house or a tavern, 
and then publish to the world a narration of the quantities 
of food and drink of which he may choose to make use. 
If there be anything in the scene described obnoxious to 
real spirit, it is all on one side. Why brand as meanness 
the warmth and frank ingenuousness of Bums's kindness 
oil meeting with an old acquaintance by insinuating that 
he drank freely, because he was not to pay a few paltry 
shillings, which he did not value P Why dare to say that he 
left the social board reluctantly, because he was 
'"probably" less delighted with his companions than 
apprehensive of being confined to his own solitary 
reflections P What grounds, what temptation can warrant 
a supposition so violent and so repugnant to all the pro- 
babilities of the case P And what motives can justify such 
pitiful gossiping P We gladly turn from this vile thing — 
this unmatched outrage on charity and friendship— and 
call to remembrance the writings of Bums, and the spirit 
by which they are characterised. 

It is not our intention to say much on the subject of 
Bums's works, further than to affirm that they are 
eminently friendly to good morals. A proposition so 
decidedly in the face of numerous assertions to the con- 
trary, requires a little explanation; and in giving it we 
shall not go over the beaten path by indulging in high- 
flown panegyrics on his genius. The man that cannot 
discern the excellences of Bums's poetry is far beyond the 
reach of our poor abilities to point them out, and perhaps 
beyond the consciousness of anything except mere animal 
existence. 

The writings of Bums may be considered in two points 
p 
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of Tww tiitlier w indicative of his real pereonal chanwter. 
and therefore poasasaing an influence over society on th« 
toon of exuaple, or as having a tendency in their intrinsic 
qnalitiea to affect the morale ot the commnnity in which 
they cimalatA. If they are regarded in the first of these 
ligfata, we ought to consider »lrictly whether, even with 
all their blemiaheA as published since his death, Utey 
affcHxl conclusive evidence with respect to his character. 
The writings of no man afford such evidence. It is quite 
a coDUnonplare fact that anthers, like other men, are 
very artificial animals — that they are not always what tliey 
E«em in their writings ; and that the force of any presump- 
tions arising as to personal qualities from the mere 
complexion of their compositions, whether published or 
not, must be moditiL-d by the circumstances under which 
they exist. A man may divest himself of all sinceri^, 
and write a book or paper in discordance with his real 
sentiments. Another may, in a niODtent of elevation, or 
thoughtlessness, or coufidence, wTite a letter to an intimate 
friend, either in jest or under casual and passing emotions, 
not accordant with the oi-diuary tenor of his feelings and 
opinions; and therefore any infert-uccs as to personal 
character deduced from writings of any description must 
be drawn with great limitations. Many of Bums's com- 
positions were written in such circumstances as to render 
it impossible to learn anj-thing very decisive from them 
concerning his moral feelings — for opposite conclusions 
may easily be drawn from different parts of his works. 
To assume dogmatically any positions on the subject is 
absurd, and to assert that he was irreligious or vicious, or 
that he must afford a pernicious example, because he 
satirised some of the fanatical clergy and wrote private 
letters to his confidential friends, in which there are 
occasional deviations from the circumspection observed in 
the works that he published, is by no means a legitimate 
mode of induction. The indications of character disclosed 
in the public and jirivate writings of Bums, to the effect 
of operating as an example, are so equivocal, therefore, 
as to afford no satisfactory proof, without a collateral 
view of his life. 
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The obvious, the consolatory, and we think the irresist- 
ible conclusion to be deduced from the remarks and proof 
which we now take the liberty of submitting to the public, 
is that Biims has been cruelly wronged. It matters little 
whether this evil has arisen from credidity, misinformation, 
or malicious purpose. It is fit that the error shoidd be 
corrected, not merely because it is fair that the dead as 
well as the living shoidd have justice in every individual 
instance, but because the general interests of society and 
literature are outraged if calumny is permitted in such a 
case to circidate in triumphant dogmatism. By calumny 
we mean injurious accusation without proof. And if ever 
calumny of the most dastardly kind poisoned public 
opinion, it has been in the case of Burns. It is not enough 
to say that he frequently indulged in convivial propen- 
sities, and therefore was a habitual debauchee, and every 
way abominable as a man ; it is absolute imbecility, 
savouring of the tabernacle, to say that because he satirised 
and painted hypocrisy traly he was a blasphemer, and a 
profligate as an author; and no man shall be permitted 
to assert, without evidence in support of his allegation, 
that Bums was a worthless wretch if there be one untram- 
melled press in Scotland. Some of the rigidly righteous 
tremble at the mere sound of praise to his genius, and 
seem to think that because he had the failings of humanity 
there should be no monument to his memory. It is not 
to his failings that a monument can be consecrated by any 
rational being, but to his transcendent genius as the Poet 
of Nature, for no one who can discover excellence and 
distinguish it from the dross of mortality in his own 
frame can overlook the high pre-eminence of Bums in 
all the faculties and feelings which raise man from the 
dust into the temple of fame. To the broad, the general 
and unqualified accusations which have been brought 
against him, we offer a valid defence that there is no 
proof; we also give exculpatory evidence of the most 
satisfying nature, and we retire from public notice with 
a perfect conviction that as Bums has been tried he will 
be acquitted by his country. 



By PROF. JOHN WILSON. 

From "Blackwood's EoiNBintoa Uaqazink," May, 1839. 

A BKVIEW OF "LOCKHARrK UFK OP BURNS." 

These is probalily not a human being come to the years 
of undtTBtaniling in all Scotland who has not heard of the 
name of Robert Bums. It is indeed a household word. 
His poemB are found lying in almost every cottage in the 
country — on the " window-sole " of the kitchen, spence, 
or parlour; and even in the town-dwellinps of the inilus- 
triouB poor, if books belong to the family at all, you are 
aure to see there the dear Ayrshire ploughman, the Bard 
of Coila. The father or mother, born and long bred, 
perhapit, among banks and braee, possesses in that Hmall 
volume a talisman, that awakens in a moment all the sweet 
visions of the past, and that can crowd the dim abode of 
hard-working poverty witli a world of dear rural reuiem- 
braDCe«< that awaken not repining but contentment. No 
poet ever lived more constantly and more intimately in 
the heart of a people. With their mirth, or with their 
melancholy, how often do his "native wood-notes wild" 
affect the Bitters by the ingles of low-roi>fed homes, till 
their hearts overflow with feelings that place them on a 
level, as moral creatures, with the most enlightened in 
the land : and more than reconcile them with, make 
them proud of, tbe condition assigned them in life by 
Providence ! In his poetry, they see with pride the 
reflection of the character and condition of their own 
order. That pride is one of the beat natural props of 
povertj- ; for, supported by it, the poor envy not the rich. 
Hf^ exult to know and to feel that they have had treaanres 
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bequeathed to them by one of themselves — ^treasures of 
the intellect, the fancy, and the imagination, of which 
the possession and the enjoyment are one and the same, 
as long as they preserve their integrity and their independ- 
ence. The poor man, as he speak^ of Robert Bums, 
always holds up his head, and regards you with an elated 
look. A tender thought of The Cotter* s Saturday, or a 
Bold thought of Scots wha has wi Wallace hied, may come 
across him ; and he who, in such a spirit^ lovee home and 
country, by whose side may he not walk an equal in the 
broad eye of daylight as it shines over our Scottish hills P 

This is true popularity. Thus interpreted, the word 
sounds well and recovers its ancient meaning. No need 
of puffing the poetry of Brobert Bums. The land '* blithe 
with plough and harrow"; the broomy or the heathery 
braes; the holms by the river's side; the forest where 
the woodman's ringing axe no more disturbs the cushat; 
the deep dell where all day long sits solitary plaided boy 
or girl, watching the kine or the sheep; the moorland 
hut, without any garden; the lowland cottage, whose 
garden glows a very orchard, even more crimsoned with 
pear-blossoms, most beautiful to behold ; the sylvan home- 
stead, sending its reek aloft over the huge sycamore that 
blackens on the hillside ; the straw-roofed village, gather- 
ing with small bright crofts its many white gable-ends round 
and about the modest manse, and the kirk-spire covered 
with the pine-tree that shadows its horologe; the small, 
sweet, slated, rural town, low as Peebles, or high as Selkirk, 
by the clear flowings of Tweed or Ettrick, rivers whom 
Maga loves — ^there, there, and in such sacred scenes resides, 
and will for ever reside, the immortal genius of Bums! 
This is in good truth ''the consecration and the poet's 
dream." Oh that he, the prevailing poet, could have seen 
this light breaking in upon the darkness that did too 
long and too deeply overshadow his living lot! Some 
glorious glimpses of it his prophetic soul did see : witness 
The Vision, or that somewhat humbler but yet high strain 
in which, bethinking him of the undefined aspirations 
of his boyish genius that had bestirred itself in the dark- 
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aesit, as if the tmich of an anffel's hand were to awaken 
a sleejier in his cell, he said to himself — 

Even Ihen a ntah^l mind it« power — 
A wish that Ut m; latest hour 

Shall strgngly heave my breoat, 
That 1; for poor sold Scotland's sake. 
Some usehil plan or book could make, 
Or sing a sang at least! 

Such hopes were with him in his "bright and shining 
youth," surrwuniled as it was with toil and trouble, that 
cou]<l hot bend down the brow of Bums from its natural 
upwai-d inclination to the sky; and such hoi)e8, let as 
doubt it not, were also with him in his dark and faded 
prime, when life's lamp burned low indeed, and he was 
willing at last, parly as it was, to shut his «^ea on this 
di arly beloved hut sorely distracting world. 

With what strong and sU-ady enthusiasm is the anniver- 
sary of Bume's birthday celebrated, not only all over his 
own native lami, but in every coimtry to which her adven- 
turous spirit ha* eanied her sons? On such occasions 
nationality is a virtue. For what else is the memor}* 
of Bums hut the memory of all that digniSe^ and adorns 
the region that gave him birth? Not till that bright and 
beautiful region is shorn of all its beams — its honesty, its 
indepcndencp, its moral worth, its genius, and its piety — 
will thL' name of Bums 



Die c 



a faint, unheeded aoand. 



To him the Genius of Scotland points in triumph as 
the glorious reprpeenlative of her people. And were he 
not, in all the power of his genius, truly so, how could 
his poetry have, as wi- know it has, an immortal life in 
the hearts of young and old, whether sitting at gloaming 
by the ingle-eJde, or on the stone seat in the open air aa 
the sun is going down, or walking among the summer 
mists on the mountain or the blinding winter snowsP 

In the life of the poor there is an unchanging and a 
p^eBer^^ng spirit. The great elementary feelings of hunian 
nature there disdain fluctuating fashions; pain and 
pleasure are alike permanent in their outward shows as in 
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their inward emotions ; there the language of passion never 
grows obsolete; and at the same passage you hear the 
child sobbing at the knee of her grandame, whose old 
eyes are somewhat dimmer than usual, with a haze that 
seems almost to be of tears. Therefore the poetry of 
Bums will continue to charm as long as Nith flows, Criffel 
is green, and the bonny blue of the sky of Scotland meets 
with that in the eyes of her maidens, as they walk up and 
down her many hundred hills, silent or singing, to kirk 
or market. 

Of one so dear to Scotland — as a poet and a man — ^we, 
of course, have many biographies. There is not one of 
them without much merit, and some are almost all that 
could be desired. Yet, perhaps, one was wanted that 
should, in moderate bulk, contain not only a lucid narrative 
of the life of Bums, so full of most interesting incidents, 
but criticisms worthy of his poetry, and, above all, a fair, 
candid, impartial, and manly statement of his admitted 
frailties, which is all that is needed for the vindication 
of his character. Within these last ten years that char- 
acter has been placed permanently in its true light. It 
has been regarded not only with a truly philosophical, 
but with a truly religious, spirit in connection with the 
causes that acted upon it, from the earliest to the latest 
years of this wonderful being — causes inherent in his con- 
dition. Thus all idly babbling tongues have been put 
to silence. The many calumnies of the mean-spirited and 
malignant, who were under a natural incapacity of 
understanding the character of such a man as Bums, 
and almost under a natural necessity of hating or dis- 
liking him, are all sinking, or have already sunk, into 
oblivion ; blame falls now where blame was due, and even 
there it falls in pity rather than in anger; it is felt now 
to be no part of Christian charity to emblazon the errors 
of our brother, for no better reason than because that 
brother was one of the most highly gifted among the 
children of men. It wiD not now be endured that any 
man, however pure his own practice, shall unmercifully 
denounce the few vices of a character redeemed by so 
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many rirtaes; it is nmTenallT ackiu>wled|i«d dow tbat 

" if old jndgm^Dta ke«p their satcred course," the life asd 
th« death of each one amon^ us, who has been as a light 
and u ploiy amonf^ th<* nations, will be regarded br the 
wise and good in thi- blended light of admiration and 
foi^veneiw, and Bums in his grave mav well abide 
the sentence of euch a sDlenm tribunal. \or " breathes 
there the man with houI so dead " as to lifi np an often- 
handled and Bore-soiled Bunis's Poemt from the side of 
the "Dig Ha' Bible, ance his father's pride," from the small 
"window-sole" of the peasant's but, without having upon 
his lips the spirit breathing through the beautiful line* 
of Wordsworth- hiph-souled champion of the chanct«T 
of his great dead compeer, and who, with a spirit different, 
but divine, has bound men's spirits in love to the beauty 
tliat is in the grotn earth and the blue sky, and the cottage 
homes, whose spiral smoke seems to blend them together 
in the charm of a kindred being. 

BloBsingB be with them, and etenial praise, 
The poets, who on earth have made as heirs 
Of truth, and pure delight, bj heavenlj lays. 

The clouds that too long obscured the personal character 
of Bums-for his geniiis has always burned bright — have 
been, after all, blown away chiefly by the breath of the 
people of Scotland. Their jrratitude would not suffer such 
obscuration, nor would their justice. But the feelings of 
the whole people have been nobly expressed by many of 
l.he Jirst men of the land. All her best poets have 
triumphantly spoken in his vindication, and his new 
biographer has well said — " Burns has been appreciated 
duly, and he has had the fortune to be praised eloquently 
hv almost evert" poet who has come after hira. To accumu- 
late all that ba>i been said of him, even by men like 
himself, of the first order, would fill a volume — and a 
noble monument, no question, that volume would be — 
the noblest, except what he has left us in his own immortal 
verses, which, were some dross removed and the rest 
arranged in a chronological order, would, I believe, form 
to the intelligent a more perfect and vivid history of hts 
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life than will ever be composed out of all the materials 
in the world besides." 

Among the men of power who have written worthily 
of our great national poet^ Mr. Lockhart himself will now 
be numbered, and his Life of Bums will occupy a high 
place in our biographical literature. His own achieve- 
ments in many depigments of literature give him a right 
to speak on such a theme. He has himself illustrated 
with great power in several works the national character 
of his countrymen. His Roman story, Valervusy so 
full of classical grace and elegance, has stamped him the 
accomplished scholar no less than a writer of rare genius ; 
and though not a professed poet, his Spanish ballads have 
given the world assurance that his soid is full of poetry, 
and poetry, too, of a very high kind, such as breathes 
and bums in that of his illustrious father-in-law, the 
great poet of chivalry. 

The volume now before us is written — ^we were about 
to say with great skill, but we must use a better word — 
with perfect understanding and feeling of Bums's genius 
and character. The narrative binds together, closely and 
naturally, all the chief incidents in his life, giving to 
each its appropriate place and prominence. The critical 
remarks on the several kinds of poetry are distinguished 
by the finest tact; the summing up of his genius is 
eloquent and characteristic; and his picture of the man 
himself true to the life, in all its lights and shadows. 
There is no commonplace declamation, none of the 
exaggeration of weak enthusiasm; but every sentence 
tells, because head and heart are always at work together, 
and the biographer trusts to the consciousness of his own 
powers and to the grandeur of his subject. Many of 
Bums's noblest strains of thought and emotion, as he loved 
to pour himself out to the friends he honoured, are 
intermingled with the narrative ; and with the free admira- 
tion of kindred intellectual power and moral feeling, Mr. 
Lockhart has given us, along with his own vigorous and 
original reflections, many of the finest passages about 
Bums from the panegyrics bestowed on him by such 
men as Scott, Wordsworth, Oray, and Cunningham. 




e wwbiiiJ iM-«tw: M aB dw W. M far w poMiUe. 
r fcar a*** tiiat Bhibs'a fiuHngi 
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heiatf, Mul aa a ItewtMt IrMia, too, ts ^ow w)h>, wtUioat 
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lfi( witiitl), though ia oQp sense higher than bis, had been 
liNM I'lninnnt, Kiid not coatpicaotiB from afar in the light 

It will not l>t> pxpected of us that wn should, at thi? 
tliiio of (lay, launch out into any very long discussion 
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either of the genius or the character of this extraordinary 
man. We have done so on many former and fitting occasions, 
and we trust that we too have always spoken of Bums in 
the right spirit, as indeed, we boldly say it, we have ever 
done of all true men. Yet a few words will be allowed 
us, if merely to bring before our readers some of the 
very fine things contained in this most interesting and 
instructive volume. 

The life of Bums divides itself into five eras — ^that 
passed beneath his father's roof at Mount Oliphant and 
Lochlea; the years he lived with his brother Gilbert at 
Mossgiel ; his visit to Edinburgh ; his residence at Ellis- 
land ; and, finally, his closing* years in Dumfries. 

Of the first period, Mr. Lockhart gives such memorials 
both in prose and verse — it would be hard to say which 
the more beautiful — ^furnished by the bard himself and 
his brother, as best illustrate the nature of their life. 
But they need not be quoted here, for they are familiar to 
all who know anything about Bums. His youth was full 
of hidden poetry and passion, but as yet the one had but 
rarely burst forth into the forms of genius, the other 
had not overflowed his life with any disastrous influence. 
His love in those days was ardent, but it was pure. Not- 
withstanding the luxurious tone of some of his pieces pro- 
duced in those times, we are assured by himself that no 
positive "vice mingled in any of his loves." "His 
numerous connections," says Gilbert, "were governed by 
the strictest rules of virtue and modesty, from which he 
never deviated till his twenty-third year, when he became 

anxious to marrv." 

«... • ••.. 

Long before the earliest of Bums's productions were 
known beyond the domestic circle, the strength of his 
understanding and the keenness of his wit, as displayed 
in his ordinary conversation, and more particularly at 
masonic meetings and debating: clubs (of which he formed 
one in Mauchline, on the Tarbolton model, immediately 
on his removal to Mossgiel), has made his name known to 
some considerable extent in the country about Tarbolton, 
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Hftttchline, and Irrine. Hf was known to be a g«nias. 
ETpry Scotch peasant wLo makes any pretcneiona to under- 
standing is a theological critic — at least such v>as the case 
— and Burns, no doubt, had long ere this time " dis- 
tinguished himself considerably among those hard-headed 
groups that may be usually seen gathered tf^ther in 
the churchyard after the sermon is over." It may be 
(guessed, from the time of his residence in Irvine, his 
Birii^tures were too often delivered in no reverent vein. 
The bard himself, in his famous letter to Dr. Moore, (eils 
UB that Polemical Divinity was about that time putting 
the country half-mad, and that he was ambitious of 
shining — and all who ever heard him speak know how 
he shone- -in conversation parties on Sundays, at funerals, 
&c., puzzling Calvinism with so much heat and indiecre- 
tion, that he raised against himself a loud and lasting hue 
and cry of heresy. But, to understand Bums's situation 
at this time, at once patronised — which he was — by a 
number of clergymen, and attended with a hue and cry 
of heresy, we must rtmember these his own words, that 
"Polemical Divinity was putting the country half-mad." 

No wonder that Burns under such causes of excitement 
overstepped the boiinds of propriety and decency in his 
satirical pictures of what he considered superstition; that 
he was not sensible of the dangerous ground on which 
he was recklessly treading ; and that with a deep sense of 
religion and a habitual reverence of its most sacred 
institutione, whether public or private, he should have 
written much that must shock the best and highest feelings 
of the religious mind. 

In conversational powers, it is universally allowed that 
Bums, fresh from the plough-tail and the ingle-reek, far 
excelled all the most diatinguishod persons in Edinburgh, 
whether professors, ministers, or advocates, and that, too, 
in all kinds of company, mixed or unmixed, select or 
miscellaneous, principally male or principally female, 
sacred or profane. The reason is plain. He posseaeed 
ten times the genius of any one among them all; his 
reading of good prose and poetry had been extensive; his 
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heart and, his soiil, as well as his mind, were in all lie 
had ever read; his feelings, impulses, passions — all were 
vivid, untamed, and triumphant. The worst miseries of 
his life were for a while suddenly flung by him into 
oblivion, and hope, joy, and glory claimed him for their 
own. The power of poetry within him nothing had as yet 
cowed. That new world, whose false glitter he had not 
had time to see through and thoroughly to despise, was 
set before his eyes in dazzling and attractive beauty, and 
woman appeared before his senses and his imagination 
in more than the ideal loveliness that had ever haunted 
his dreams, while many a fairest idol smiled, delighted to 
receive his fervent and impassioned worship. Gne of the 
poet's remarks, as Cromek tells us, "when he first came 
to Edinburgh was, that between the men of rustic life 
and the polite world he observed little difference. That 
in the former, though unpolished by fashion and 
unenlightened by science, he had found much observation 
and much intelligence; but a refined and accomplished 
woman was a thing almost new to him, and of which he 
formed but a very inadequate idea." Hence, as the 
late beautiful and fascinating Duchess of Gt>rdon said, 
" his conversation carried her off her feet ! " 

Tavern-life was then in full vigour in Edinburgh, and 
there can be no doubt that Bums rapidly familiarised 
himself with it during his residence. He had, after all, 
tasted but rarely of such excesses in Ayrshire. His 
nocturnal revels, like those of our own Noetes AmbrosianoR, 
were not wholly indeed of the imagination, but fancy 
poured out many an airy brimmer; and it has been 
long well known that " Auld Nanse Tinnock," or " Poosie 
Nancie," the Mauchline landlady, declared that "Robert 
Bums might be a very clever lad, but he certainly, to the 
best of her belief, had never taken three half-mutchkins in 
her house in all his life." In addition, too, to Gilbert's 
testimony to the same purpose, we have on record that 
of Mr. Archibald Bruce (qualified by Heron as a gentle- 
man of great worth and discernment), that he had observed 
Bums closely during that period of his life, and seen him 
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•leadily rmst sQch •oltciUtions and allorementA to excM- 
me conrivial enjoyment w hardly uiy other persoo could 
h*T« «-itfastood. That id Edinbor^h he indulged in 
dissipation ia certain ; and it would, as Mr. Lockhart allows, 
"be idle now lo attempt possinfc over these things in 
ailence " ; but that his indnlgenced were groesly 
exaggerated we also know, and most shamefolly bruited 
abroad by the voice of the public, who, Ihen-a-days as now, 
thinks herself entitled to make free with tlie fair fame ot 
evBiy one who delights and astonishes her, more especially 
if be be, as Bums was, a peasant and a prodigy. 

The spirit of these remarks of Mr. Lockhart's is excellent, 
but they mi^lit have been even more strongly expressed. 
Robert Burns was not the man to have degraded himself 
everlastingly by one moment's seeminp slight or neglect of 
friends, new or old, belonging either to his own condition, 
or to a rank in life somewhat higher, perhaps, than his 
own, although not to that "select society" to which the 
wonder awakeneJ by his ^renius had given him a sudden 
introduction. Persons in that middle or inferior rank were 
his natural and his best and his truest friends; and many 
of them, there can be no doubt, were worthy of his happiest 
fr)mpanioDehip, either in the festal hour or the hour of 
'lo^er communion. He had no right, with all his genine, 
to stand aloof from them : and with a heart like his be had 
no inclination. Why should he have lived exclusively 
with lords and ladies — paoer or land lords, ladies by descent 
or courte9y — with aristocratic advocates, philosophical pro- 
f'>ssors, plergymen, wild or moderate, Arminian or 
Calvinistic? A few of such iierBons were doubtless not 
ineniHite, and a few not unwitty in their own esteem : and 
Bums prcatly enjoyed their society, in which he met with 
an admiration that must have been to him the pleasure of a 
perpetual triumph. But more of them were dull and 
pompous, we must believe, incapable of rightlv estimating 
or fefling- the power of his transcendent eenius ; and when 
the glitter and the ^loss of novelty were worn off, to their 
shallow eves, from the Genius who bore them all down into 
insignificance by the ceaseless cataract of his elof[Uence, 
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then, no doubt, th^ f^ot offended and shocked with his 
rusticity or rudeness, and sought refuge in the distinction 
of ranks and the laws, not to be violated long with 
impunity, of '* select society." Bums rejoiced in admira^ 
tion, as a great poet^ bright from and with nature, shoidd 
do; but he had too much pride to love being gazed at, 
when roaring or feeding, as a lion. The patronage he 
received was honourable, and he felt it to be so, but it was 
still patronage ; and had he, for the sake of it or its givers, 
forgotten for a day the humblest, lowest, meanest of his 
friends, or even his acquaintances, how could he have read, 
when written, his own two bold lines — 

The rank is but the guinea stamp; 
The man's the gowd for a' thatP 

Besides, We know from Bums's poetry what was then the 
character of the people of Scotland, for they were its 
materials — ^its staple. Her peasantry were a noble race, and 
their virtues moralised his song. The inhabitants of the 
towns were of the same family, the same blood, one 
kindred, and many — ^most of them — ^had been bom, 
or in some measure bred, in the country. Their ways of 
thinking, feeling, and acting were much alike; and the 
shopkeepers of Edinburgh and Glasgow were as proud of 
Robert Bums as the ploughmen and shepherds of Ayrshire 
and Galloway. He saw in them friends and brothers. 
Their admiration of him was perhaps fully more 
sincere and heartfelt, nor accompanied with less under- 
standing of his merits, than that of persons in higher 
place ; and most assuredly among the respectable citizens 
of Edinburgh Bums found more lasting friends than he 
ever did among her gentry or noblesse. If or can we doubt 
that then, as now, there were in that order great numbers 
of men of well-cultivated minds whom Bums, in his best 
hours, did right to honour, and who were perfectly entitled 
to seek his society, and to open their hospitable doors to the 
brilliant stranger. That Bums, whose sympathies were 
keen and wide, and who never dreamt of looking down on 
others as beneath him merely because he was conscious of 
his own vast superiority to the common run of men in 
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frfnitu and ta]eiit«, ahoulil Iibt? Bfamiaed or been shy of ntcli 
■octetj, woold have been somethiog altogether onnataial 
and incredible : nor U it at all wonderful or btameable that 
he fthould even have preferred such society to that which haa 
been called " more selwt," and which waa superior to his 
natural and proi^T condition of estate. Admirably as hc; 
in general, behaved in the hipher circles, in those humbler 
ones alone could he, ought he, ever to have felt himself 
comptclrly at home. His demeanour among the rich, the 
creat. the learned, or the wise must always have been sub- 
ject to some restraint, and all restraint of that sort ia ever 
nainful— or, what is worae still, his talk mu&t often have 
lit-en of the nature of diaplav and ostentation. With com- 
panions and friends who claimed not nor posaeased 
superiority in anything, t^e sensitive mind of Bums must 
have always been at ita best and happiest. Because always 
at its ease, and free movement given to the play of all its 
feeliD^ and faculties; and in such companieB we cannot 
but believe that his wonderful conversational powen shone 
forth in their brightest and most various splendour. He 
must have given vent there to a thousand familiar fancies, 
in all their freedom and all their force, which, in the more 
fastidious and stately society of high life, hia imagination 
would have been too much fettered even to conceive, ajid 
which, had they flowed fmm his lips, would either not have 
been understood or would have given, perhaps, offence to 
that delicacy of breeding which is often hurt, oven by the 
best manners of those whose manners are all of nature's 
teaching and unsubjected to the salutary restraints and 
rules of artificial life. Indeed, we know that Bums some- 
times burst suddenly and alarmingly the reatraints of 
" select society," and that on one occasion he called a 
clergyman an idiot for misquoting Gray's Elegi/ — a truth 
that ought not to have been promulgated in presence of the 
paiHon, especially at bo early a meal as breakfast; and he 
confesses a hundred timet, in his most confidential letters, 
that he never was tmly and entirely Iiappy at rich men's 
feasts. If HO, then never could he have displayed there his 
genius in full power and lustre. His noble rage must in 
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sonie measure have been repressed — ^the genial cnrFent of 
his soul in some slight de^ee frozen. He never was, never 
could be, the free, bold, fearless, irresistible, overpowering 
Robert Bums that nature made him — ^no, not even although 
he carried the Duchess of Gordon off her feet, and silenced 
two Moderators of the General Assembly of the Church of 
Scotland. 

But further. Bums, we know, had many excellent friends 
out of the "select society" who loved him better than 
probably any in it, and from whom he could learn nothing 
evil and everything that was good — such men, for example, 
as Mr. Robert Ainslie, son to Mr. Ainslie of Berrywell, in 
Berwickshire, of whom Mr. Lockhart speaks with the kind- 
ness and respect due to his worth and talents. That gentle- 
man was at no period of his life any other than he is now — 
a person altogether unexceptionable, and moving in the 
most respectable circles. We could name twenty others, of 
the same spotless character, with whom Bums was inti- 
mate ; and, indeed, it is rather too much to wish to confine, 
even in a hint, however delicate, such a man as Robert 
Bums, or any other man of genius, to a self-elected select 
society, as if it alone contained all that was interesting 
and instructive in the humanity then extant in our 
metropolis. 

Far be it from us to utter one syllable that could, by any 
possibility, be construed into seeming disrespect of such a 
man as Dugald Stewart, whom we regard wiCh the greatest 
respect and admiration ; yet we have commented freely on 
what we humbly conceive to be a somewhat too exclusive 
judgment of his respecting the society which Bums did or 
did not chiefly affect during his residence in Edinburgh. 
Had Bums cut all his equals or inferiors in rank, and all 
those, too, who, without being in the very highest set, were 
yet, in every sense of the word, gentlemen, and associated 
only with people of fashion or philosophy, his conduct 
would have been at once pitiful and monstrous. It was 
right that the range of such a poet's society should have 
been comprehensive. Had it been otherwise by his own 
will, he would have been false to his glorious birth, his 
glorious nature, and his glorious calling — ^for he was bom 



far lympslKin '^wHm sad ipmenl a> th* amn^ air"; 
■■d pitT, f^)*'. Mul «lk>lite it wnolii h«:v» ti#«n — 

Bad b* ci««n ^ to Tn wAmC vn wW Ear mw i Md ' 
It hu bM>ii atdpidlv aad bwtly aud bf tfc^ pkltry ia 
Kmrra] (hut Bqnxi. whi!<* in E^abitritlu was fend of Ibv 
tif*. and thst hr lorrtl aIvsti to be wlut is ele^BUllj called 
•* tlw cock nf lb<> pompfcBT." From ih^ terais ia. whirfl wf 
havp hntrd a&d rvad tbia cHar^ canrejed, one mifbt 
haTr imaffiit'^ that Barn* got dmn^ witb caddir* and 
rT»#^-r»mi*ni- laTi-rn- waiters, caadlr-snidEen, teatli-rat» 
ofrhp^tra ficldlpr», the Itrwrst data at bapnen. diachai^vd 
aiWorates' clerk.*, persona preteadiiur to bare been pnnen 
in the Davy, forcaona fmpinitm of billiard-nKinis, and 
bill-"tickrt» rptirwi from the dnties ol public life. lHow, 
all this is a mere lie. Bnrai, bffore bis visit to Edis- 
borfrh. bad at nil timrs and places been in the habit ol 
aiaociattn^ with the beat men of his order — the beat in 
pTcnrthinp, in station, id roanners, in moral and intet- 
lectaal character — snch men as William Tell and Hofer, 
fnr example, aasociatM with in Switxerland and the Tyml. 
Eren the persons he got unfortanatelr too well acquainted 
with (whose company he soon shook off) at IrHne and 
KirkoBwald — smup^Iera and their adherent*— were, though 
a lawless and dangcrotiB set, men of spunk and spirit and 
power, both of mind and bodv; nor was there anvthtng 
the least de^radin^ in an ardent, impa&sioned. and 
imaginative youth beoominp tor a time too much attached 
to such daring and advi-nturoua and even interesting 
characters. They had all a 6dp strong poetical smell rf 
the «en, mingli'd to pnTisely the proper pitch vrith that 
<if Bordeaux brandy. As a poet, Bums must have been 
much the better for such temporary associates; as a man, 
let us hope, nntwilhstanding Gilbert's fears, not greatly 
the worse. The passions that boiled in his blood would 
have overflowed his life, often to disturb and destroy him, 
had there never been an Irvine and its steeple. But Bums's 
friends, up to the time he viBited Edinburgh, had been 
chiefly his ndmirablc brother, a few of the ministers round 
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about, farmef 8, ploughmen, and farm-serrants, and workers 
in the winds of heaven, blowing over moors and mosses, 
cornfields and meadows, beautiful as the very blue skies 
their blessed selves ; and if you call that low company you 
had better fling your copy of Bums, Cotter^s Saturday 
Night, Mary in Heaven, and all, into the fire. He, the 
noblest peasant that ever trode the greensward of Scotland, 
sought the society of other peasants whose nature was 
like his own; and then, were the silken-snooded maidens 
whom he wooed on lea-rig and 'mang the rigs o' barley; 
were they, who inspired at once his love and his genius, 
his passion and his poetry, till the whole land of Coila 
overflowed with his immortal song, so that now to the 
proud native's ear every stream murmurs a music not its 
own but given it by sweet Robin's lays, and the lark, 
more lyrical than ever, seems singing his songs at the 
gates of heaven for the shepherd, as through his half- 
closed hand he eyes the musical mote in the sunshine, 
remembers him who 

Song her new-waken'd by the daiBy's side; 

were they, the virgin daughters of Scotia, we demand of 
you on peril of your life, low company? Was Mary 
Morrison,* with whom ** he lived one hour of parting love " 
on the banks of the Ayr, and then as that last, dear, dim, 
delicious hour of sinless passion was over, put into her 
hand on her bosom — ^both so often pressed by him who 
hoped on her return from the far-off Highlands, in the 
transport of enamoured boyhood, to become her husband — 
put into her bosom a Bible with his own name inscribed 
and a holy text, silently swearing her soul to truth beneath 
the all-seeing eye of Heaven — was she, whose beauty and 
whose innocence Bums saw never more on earth, but 
whom haply he has now seen again in heaven, was Mary 
Morrison, a simple name indeed, but a name sacred for 
ever and ever over all the hills and vales of happy Scot- 
land — was she, sir, or madam, dressed as you may be in 
silks and satins, broadcloth and casimere, low company? 

*A mistake for Mary Campbell. 
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Wu -lean Artnour^lliedaaph(«r, it is tme.of* 
— she to whom the Boal nf Biirn*i elate with a lover'a wild 
passion, a hustiand's dee^p affection, and wlioae sweet hn>at!i 
came to him at gloaiuinp on the wind of the west, so 
that that was to him the <Iearost airt till his heart wai 
stiAt>d for ever- she who tniineil op his children in the 
way that they should go— and they have not in distant 
regions departed from it — and t'ven now in her grey 
hairs, proudly, and better than proudly, remembers her 
of all the virtues and all the kindnesses of her beloved 
husband, illustrious now and for evermore while time 
shall endure — in Mrs. Robert Burns, formerly Miss Jean 
Armour, low company? If they be so— one and all — 
then let Scotland hang down her head and veil her eyes, 
ashamed to look either at flower or star. 

How was it possible that a man, and that man Kobert 
Bums, whn had lived thus, could have been fond of low 
rompany in Edinburph or idsewhere? Impossible! God 
and nature forbade. But his great heart had a wide and 
a close irraap. Poor men love poor men, for the bonds 
that link thpni toother are the bonds of a common 
humanity, strong aa steel, and that will bend but never 
break, for though both ends are stuck into the earth the 
crovm of Ihf arch is towaiils heaven. Therefore, Bums 
ceased not to shake the hand of any honest man, nor 
to sit at his board any more than you, who we trust are 
a f'hristian, fear to sit in the same pew with a low-bom 
and low-bred fellow-creature in church, singing from one 
Psalm-book, rea.Iing the text from one Bible. 

As to the charge of loving to be "cock of the company," 
what does that mean when brought against Robert BumsP 
In what company, pray, could not Burns, had he chosen 
it, and he often did choose it, have easily been The First? 
No need had he to crow among dunghills. If you liken 
him to a bird at all, let it be the eagle, or the nightingale, 
or the bird of paradise. James Montgomery has done this 
in some most exquisite verses, which are clear in our 
hearts but indistinct in our memorj-. and therefore we 
cannot adorn our pages with their beauty. The truth is. 
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that Bums, thougli when his heart burned within him 
one of the most eloquent men that ever set the table in a 
roar or a hush, was always a modest man, often a silent 
man, and would sit for hours together, even in company, 
with his broad forehead on his hand and his large lamping 
eyes sobered and tamed in profound and melancholy 
thoughts. Then his soul would ^'spring upwards like a 
pyramid of fire," and send "illumination into dark deep 
holds," or brighten the brightness of the brightest hour 
in which feeling and fancy ever flimg their united radiance 
over the common ongoings of this our commonplace world 
and everyday life. How could Bums, then, help being 
the sun of every circle, round which all lesser orbs revolved, 
"from his golden um drawing light"? Was this the 
man to desire, with low longings and base aspirations, to 
shine among the obscure or rear his haughty front or 
giant stature among pigmies ? 

He walk'd in glory and in joy, 

Following his plough upon the mountain side; 

and he sat in glory and in joy at the festal board, when 

mirth and wit did most abound, and strangers were 

strangers no more within the fascination of, his genius, 

for 

One touch of nature makes the whole world kin ; 

or at the frugal board, surrounded by his wife, and 
children, and servants, lord and master of his own happy 
and industrious home — the frugal meal preceded and 
followed by thanksgiving to the Power that spread his 
table in the wilderness. 

What is low company? All people not in the highest 
and most select society in a metropolitan city at the time 
flourishing in fashionable and philosophic pride? And 
this in a Christian land — a land not overflowing with milk 
and honey, but with the principles of the reformed faith, 
and with much human and divine knowledge ! Show us 
any series of works of genius, in prose or verse, in which 
man's being is so illustrated as to lay it bare and open 
for the benefit of man, and the chief pictures they contain 





2:)0 EAKI.y CRITICAL BKV1£WS 

drawn from " select society." There mre oone such ; and 
for this reason, that in such society there ia neither power 
to paint them, nor materials tn be painted, nor coloun to 
lay on, till the canvas speaks a langiia^e which all the 
world as it runs may read. What would Scott have been 
had he not loved and known the people? What would his 
works have been had they not shown the many-coloured 
change of life of the people? What would Shakespeare 
have been had he not turned majestically from kings 
and " lords and mighty earls " to their subjects and vassals 
and lowly bondsmen, and "count^-d the beatings of lonely 
hearts " in the obscure but impassioned life that stirs every 
nook of this earth where human beings abide? What 
would Wordsworth have been had he disdained, with hia 
high intellect and imagination, "to stoop his anointed 
hi-ad " beneath the wooden lintel of the poor man's door ? 
His Ivrical ballads, "with all the innocent brightness of 
the new-bom day," had never charmed the meditative 
heart— his Churchyard Among the Mountaim had never 
taught men how to live and how to die. These are men 
who have descended from ierial heights into the humblest 
dwellings, who have shown the angel's wing equally when 
jtoispd near the earth or floating over its cottaged vales, 
as when seen sailing on high through the clouds and azure 
depth (if heaven, or hanging over the towers and temples 
of great cities. They would not have shunned a parley 
with the blind beggar by the wayside; they knew how 
to transmute, by divinest alchemy, the base metal into tie 
fine gold. Whatever company of human beings they 
have ever mingled with, they lent it colours and did not 
receive its shade, and hence their mastery over the " wide 
soul of the world," and their name magicians. Bums 
was born, bred, lived, and died in that condition of this 
mortal life to which they paid but visits; his heart lay 
wholly there; and that heart, filled as it ever was with all 
the best human feelings and with thoughts divine, had 
no fears about entering into places which timid moralists 
might have thought forbidden and unhallowed ground, 
but which he, wiser far, knew were inhabited by creatures 
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of conscience, bound there in much darkness by the 
inscrutable decrees of God. 

Ask Allan Cunningham, a kindred spirit, if Bums kept 
low society. He has answered that question in his noble 
communications to this volume. He has answered it in 
the fine tribute he has paid to Bums in his Songs of 
Scotland, Not in direct reply, for the question did not 
deserve that, but in the spirit of his judicious and yet 
impassioned praise. It rouses the heart to hear a man 
like Allan Cunningham speaking of a man like Robert 
Bums. For when death had hushed the lips of Genius, 
let every surviving brother right his memory by the 
side of his grave. He himself was, like Burns, the son 
of a humbly-born and high-souled sire; and like Bums, 
too, in different but often in no inferior degree, has he 
revealed the inner history of the huts and hearts of Scot- 
land's peasantry. Scotland, too, is proud of him, for he is, 
as Sir Walter has said, an honour to Scotland. From the 
failings of Bums's character his is free, but in that freedom 
he rejoices to bow down not only before the genius of the 
bard, but the virtues of the man, and to glory in having, 
when a boy, seen his face, though that face was then lying 
in the majesty of the shadow of death. 

A hot-house plant is in '' select society " ; and most 
beautiful it often is, surrounded by creatures that in their 
beauty scarcely seem insensate. But we have seen a 
rose-tree "full in bearing" in the wilderness, to our 
startled imagination, laden "with the beauty still more 
beauteous," and shedding far and wide around it the glory 
of its solitary presence over the very commonest weeds 
native to the soil of Scotland, and the many almost name- 
less flowers that, single or in families, grass-hidden, or 
as a breeze came by dancing in the sun, till it smiled the 
desert into Paradise and its coldest nook into Eden's 
own garden, ere man sinned and this earth was darkened. 

Allan Cunningham and the author of The Qtieen's Wake 
are the only poets, born in the same or a similar condition, 
and in a great measure bred in it too, whose names, 
"without offering a show of violence to a thing so 
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iiift}Mti««l," can be united in one brotherhood witfc U»tt 
of Barna. Had they lived when Boras did. and each been 
more conspicnoas than now, becans« stajidin^ alone, and 
■nhjected to the law of '" select societv," who can sav that 
hath of them mii^bt not have had cauae to me the foUv 
anil the malifrnity that assail Genius when it baa "clomb 
the steep where Fame's proud temple shines afar"? They, 
too, would have had their most secret hours subjected to 
that base inquisition which makes the whole world a Spain, 
of which the lay members are as cruel as lie priests, and 
would fain dress up the poet who has sinn^ against their 
bigoted faith in all his laurels and bum him at an 
Auto-da-Ff. 

Would we could say that either the world or ourselves 
are (jetting wiser as we grow old! Tet surely there is 
more mercy, more juatjce shown in this than in a former 
affe to the character and conduct of men to whom Qod 
has ftiven the gift of genius. We do not now long to 
divorce Genius and Virtue, to put asunder those whom 
Heaven has united. When we see them wedded we bestow 
a nuptial benediction, and a benediction in good time, on 
what Plato and Socrates have called " a progeny of noble 
thoughts"; and when we know that such holy union is 
not, we turn our eyes away and yet shut not our hearts 
to hope that it may be otherwise ere the shades of night 
descend, for human life is long — many feel it to be so^ 
and many are the changes for better and for worse in 
every man that breathes, from the impetuous panting ot 
passion in life's prime to the feeble gaspings that stop 
in a moment, and leave us but a lump of clay. 

Finally, that Burns did sometimes associate while in 
Edinburgh with persons not altogether worthy, or perhaps 
altogether unworthy of him, need not be denied, nor yet 
wondered at, for that was inevitable. He was not for 
ever beset with thoughts of his own excellence. His 
soul was too noble for that: nor was prudence, in hia 
system ot morality, the queen of virtues. His genius, 
so far from separating bJm from his kind, impelled him 
towards it without fear and without suspicion. What 
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saint or prude was he to shun the society of "jolly com- 
panions every one " ? Though never addicted to drinking, 
he had often set the table in a roar at Tarbolton, Mauch- 
line, Kirkoswald, Irvine, and Ayr; and was he all at 
once to appear in the character of a dry Quaker in Edin- 
burgh ? Were the joys that circle round the flowing bowl 
to be interdicted to him, the wittiest, the brightest, the 
most original and eloquent of all the men, rich or poor, 
high or low, of his day? Ought he to have confined 
himself to ,port-wine negus and black teaP To cards 
and literary discussion, at bed and board? Enacted the 
part of a student of divinity, third year at the hall, and 
looked among the ''sma' hours" as if destined for holy 
orders? But every glass of wine he drank, like mere 
ordinary men fond of the festal hour, seems to have been 
set down against him as a separate sin ; and the world of 
fashion, and philosophy too, we fear, both of which used 
him rather scurvily at last, would not be satisfied unless 
Bums could be made out to be a drunkard, which he 
never was, neither when, at Lochlea, for his father's sake, 
his boyish years were '*the cheerless gloom of a hermit 
with the unceasing moil of a galley-slave," or when at 
Dumfries, for his wife's and children's sake, he consumed 
his noble heart with the mean miseries of an exciseman, 
and dropped into the grave, the glory and the shame of 
his country. 

Bums was now about thirty-three years of age, and 
let us look back for a moment from this point on his 
by-past life. We know from his brother Gilbert and 
that most excellent man, Mr. Murdoch, who had the tuition 
of some of his very early years, that in his boyhood he 
was free from all vice, thoughtful and grave, yet at the 
same time with all the generous and endearing qualities 
that never fail to mark the boyhood of genius. The 
necessities of his father's house did not allow long 
schooling-time, and he began to work, and that too with 
little intermission, at a time when most boys, even below 
his condition, know but a life of play. Indeed, he began 
to do full-grown man's work before he was even a stripling, 
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•ad from hU tturtwuth yett he thrMlud in tke Imib 
wid held thr plough uid wielded the sertfae — laboius ia 
which, ID tht> pHmr ot yoath or mmohood. bv none was 
he t'Trr excelled. " Wr lired sparingty/' laid Gilbert : 
"for several Tears batchers' meat waa a stranger ia the 
bouBC, while all the memberi of the fanulr exerti^ tbem- 
■elnu to the utmoflt of their stren^h, and rather beTDnd it, 
in the labours of the farm. Uy brother, at the ^e td 
thirteen, awrixted in thrtubing the i-rop of com, and at 
liftwn wu the principal labourer on the farm, for we bad 
no hired Borv&nt, male or female. The anfniisb of mind 
we felt at our tender years under these straits and diffi- 
i-ulliPM was very great. To think of our father growing 
old (for he was now above fifty), broken down with the 
loiig-oontinued fatigues of his life, with a wife and five other 
cliildren, and in a declining state of circumstances, these 
reflections produced in my brother's mind and mine sensa* 
tions of the deepest distress. I doubt not but the hard 
labour and sorrow of this period of his life was in a great 
measun^ the cause of that depression ot spirits with which 
Robert whk so often afflicted through his whole life after- 
wards. At this time he was almost constantly afflicted 
in (he evening with a dull headache, which, at a future 
period of his Iif<>, was exchanged for a palpitation of the 
heart, and a thn-atenintr of fainting and suffocation in his 
lied in Urn night-lime." 

This life (it was slavery, hut slaver*- of a noble kind) 
continued with little interruption, till he reached the full 
Ktrenglh of hin manhood. Here, then, from his twelfth {and 
wciiiight go much further back) to his twenty-fourth yecir, 
we have a being born to delight the world by his genius 
helping to uphold his father's house by wringing a scanty 
subsistcuci' ti-om the Ijard glebe, whose furrows he watered 
with I ho sweat of his noble brow, nor ever complaining 
of his lot, except because it was before his eyes fast bringing 
that father to the grave. Yet, what a perilous period of 
the passions I How few of all those who afterwards 
traduced his character had passed through such a pure 
and heroic youth! Perhaps not one! His father waa 
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naturally an austere and stem man^ and his rebuke was 
listened to with a kind of reverential awe. With two 
such sons as he had, his rebuke could not have been 
frequent, and, like most men of his character, he had a 
tender and affectionate heart. Pity, indeed, that such a 
household should so long have been so severely poor. Yet, 
'^Mr. Murdoch, who became the frequent inmate and 
confidential friend of the family, speaks with enthusiasm 
of the virtues of William Burnes, and of the peaceful and 
happy life of his humble abode." Who, under God, sup- 
ported the roof -tree, who spread the board, who smoothed 
the pillow of the old man? His sons, and of those sons 
Robert was the elder, and, for years, of the more vigorous 
frame to battle with poverty and misfortune. Never did 
mortal man better understand and obey the beautiful and 
benign fifth commandment. 

What were the first deep stains that his being suffered P 
The same that have from the beginning of all time 
attested the power of the fairest and most fatal of all the 
passions. Bums sinned, but under no circumstances of 
aggravation. Faithless he was not, nor cruel — ^in utter- 
most distress he desired in vain to marry the woman he 
loved; and when his genius soon afterwards brightened 
the horizon of life with what he deemed a permanent but, 
in truth, a most transitory lustre, he made her his wife 
before the world who had long been so in ihe privacy 
of his heart's best affections. Was this the conduct of a 
profligate? Error and frailty there were on both sides, 
but they were far more than redeemed by life-long con- 
jugal and parental love; and even now, after so many 
long widowed years, the survivor's face brightens at the 
name of her husband. We have seen how he conducted 
himself in that trying triumph of his genius, when it may 
be said that Scotland in her re^al seat did homage to her 
great peasant and bid him hail as her own national poet. 
" Ne'er is flattery lost on poet's ear " j but it is something 
higher than flattery when the voice of a people is lifted 
up in one wide acclaim, as it was when Bums was first 
seen — ^as an apparition. It required less magnanimity 
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ID one of ihe old Itomans to lay aside the consular gown 
and rtlurn to the plougli— for tien such was the spirit of 
the whole nation— than in Bums, suddenly invested with a 
gaxh of glory, lo withdraw from the gaze of adrairation 
and wonder, and, as if Genius had never tuned his heart- 
strings to poetry, nor inspiration touched his lips with 
fire, to take his place again on the cornfield among the 
napers, or in his own person to realise the picture of the 
(■ott«r which, years before, he had drawn at his work, and 
which, when repeated hy him in the silence of nature to 
his brother, had melted the strong man into tears ! 

Norember chill blavs loud m' angry seugh ; 
The Bhartening irinter-da; is near a cloee; 
The mir; beastH retreating frae the pleuch : 
The blackening train of craws to their repose. 
The toil-worn cott«r frae his labour goes; 
This night his veeklj moil is at an end : 
Collects his spades, bis uattocks, and his boee. 
Hoping the noru in ease and rest to spend. 
And weary o'er the mour his course does homeward bend. 

His poetry brought relief to his poverty, and with 
f&OO Bums was rich. The half of it he gave to 
his beloved brother — an act of no extraordinary virtue, 
but beautiful because airaply done, and of a piece with 
every other act of his liie towards kith and kindred. Such 
was once the prevalence of evil report against this num, 
that even now, in speaking of him, we insensibly put him 
on his defence and almost become his advocate. But 
his life up to this point needs no advocate. Our Age 
towards him is now a just judge. If it be permitted to 
eing or say the praises of virtue — if man, knowing the 
weakness of his nature, may yet eulogise his brother man, 
in spite of many grievous failings, for the sakt of what 
lias been nobly thought and greatly done — then may we 
fear not to pronounce as high a panegyric on Burns as ever 
was earned and won by integrity struggling undismayed 
with wayward fortune, and striving to maintain, by suffer- 
ing and sacrifice, by passive endurance and active exertion, 
that confederacy of nature's holiest ties and relations which 
it is a woeful sight to see broken beside the cold hearth 



PEOP. JOHN WILSON. 237 

and the deserted bed-place, and beneath the straw roof 
no longer sending its smoke up to heaven. 

At EUisland Bums believed that at last he was about 
to be happy, for of all happiness the best is peace. That 
best happiness, we fear, he did not enjoy. Peace, to 
deserve the name, must be durable. A gentle rocking 
there may, must be, and breezes sometimes almost muster- 
ing into a blast ; but no long, black, heavy swell, no howling 
from the far-off lurid skies, not one day of tempest, for 
it may be a day of wreck. E[is calling was not now 
among the furrows of the field ; if it had, however scanty 
had been the return of the soil. Bums might have been 
most happy. But his calling was at best bjl arduous 
one, even to ordinary men — to him " most monstrous and 
unnatural." How far it injured his moral being, it is 
not for us nor for anyone to say; but whatever loss he 
felt or suffered, or whatever degradation, still was he 
entitled, independently altogether of his genius, to hold 
high his head; all who visited him here were delighted 
with the unimpaired powers of his charming converse, and 
with what was far better still, the unostentatious exhibi- 
tion of the domestic virtues, which never, even "when 
things ensued that wanted grace," forsook the affectionate 
and manly bosom of Robert Bums. It cannot be fairly 
said that he neglected his farm, but that his other duties 
were incompatible with attention to it; his landlord, on 
making an arrangement with him to enable him to leave 
it a year before the expiration of the lease, was satisfied — 
and so was the Excise! Here, sitting on a turf-dyke. 
Burns, as we have seen, in a state of ecstatic enjoyment 
wrote Tarn o' Shanter; here, roaming at night round and 
round the tenement, till his wife prevailed on him to come 
within, he composed the address to Mary in Heaven! 
What mirth and melancholv must have visited that man's 
heart, who could thus in the midst still of failing fortunes 
and so mean a calling, revel in fun and frolic, tinging it 
• at the same time with absolute sublimity, and then with 
equal mastery unseal 

The sacred source of sympathetic tears. 
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"Wp ronif nnw t« the few clonnjf yean of our great poel's 
life in I>uinfrie«. Tliey are at once the darkest and 
brightest of hid rareer. Dmnfries has always been a gay 
town and a plt'oeaut onf>, and at that period being much 
the scene of pnhlic amusement, perhaps it would not be 
too much to say that the morals of the place were not a 
little corrupted. There was something like a return to his 
Edinburgh life on a smaller scale, and that, too, after his 
social habits had been jKiUuted by pernicious intercourse 
with the idleness and profligacy that fell in the way of 
his exciseman's calling, and from which, if redeemed by 
the smallest portion of wit or humour, or what to his 
pregnant fancy seemed to be so, Bums, alaa! too willingly 
gave up the inferior affections of bis soul. Heron has 
truly said "that in Dumfries his dissipation became still 
more deeply habitual. He was there, more than in the 
country, solicited to share the riot of the dissolute and 
idle. Foolish young men, such aa writers' apprentices, 
young lawyers, merchants' clerks, and his brother excise- 
men, flocked eagerly about him, and from time to time 
pressed him to drink with them that they might enjoy his 
wicked wit." The higher classes, too— the very highest — 
still patronised in their own way the genius who was 
something more than a mere nine-days' wonder. His old 
friends, tlie Caledonian Club, invited him a^in to enjoy 
their hospitality; and the Dumfries and Galloway Huiit.a 
rejoiced in his presence at their orgies as in that of their 
poet-1 aureate. Had Bums been a less extraordinary man 
in conversation, he might have enjoyed unhurt the fame 
of hia poetry, The blaze of that fame, too, must, in the 
ordinary course of this world's thoughts and feelings, 
have been tamed down, and Burns, though fond, was 
never the fool of fame. But what was reading his poetry, 
full as it was of mirth or pathos, to hearing the poetP 
All human beings alike, whatever their rank, age, sex, 
or character, were kindled into delight by the flashing 
eyes and musical lips of Burns. When all are desirous 
of the company of a man of such genius and such disposi- 
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tions, is it in human nature to expect judicious selection 
or rejection of associates? Bums, we do believe, almost 
always, even to the very last, kept sacred his best and 
deepest emotions for communion with those who were held 
by him in honour as well as love. Profound was the well 
of feeling in his noble heart, and fed by a perennial spring, 
whose gushing waters felt neither the drought nor the frost. 
Bead his letters, especially to his venerable benefactress 
Mrs. Dunlop, and you will see that he breathes but to 
her " the thoughts that wander through Eternity." But 
all his thoughts and feelings, except the deepest and most 
solemn of all, Bums poured out like a sea, without 
suspicion or restraint, in the presence of all men and all 
women, often most unworthy of him, a positive degradation 
and disgrace. Where none, or almost none, were excluded 
from the cordiality of him who, in the largeness of his heart, 
could sympathise with the wicked and even with the base, 
provided he could strike out by the stroke of the keeur 
tempered steel of his own nature some latent sparks of 
humanity from the flint of theirs: with what perpetual 
dangers must he have been surrounded by day and night, 
and how was it possible that he should have escaped 
deeper and deeper pollution? His genius and humour, 
his mirth and glee, his fun and frolic, and all the out- 
rageous merriment of his exhilarated or maddened 
imagination, came to be considered almost as common 
property, to which all persons that did not so much as 
know Bums by sight had a right which they knew would, 
by him, not be disputed, but acknowledged with open heart 
and hand over the flowing bowl, either in change-house 
or his own home, or, on his gauging journeys, in theirs, did 
they even lie out of his way by miles of moors and mosses. 
This was indeed a perilous life for such a man, for it at 
once afforded constant gratiflcation to his mirth and occa- 
sional solace to his melancholy — to that melancholy to 
which, by the temperament of his nature, he was prone 
from youth, and which often, when there was no especial 
cause beyond common, assumed the worst powers and 
privileges of despair! 
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^^M Politic*, too, shed owr him, oxer his Tirtnes and hie 

^H faBppinns, their baleful inflaence! and thp politics nf thosr 

I' days were of a firrcp and terHblp charactpr, newlj ham 
t» thpy were of the French Revolation, then shaking the 

': whole civiliswl world as wiih an e«rlhqn&ke. ConlJ 

^^L Bams, notwithstanding the opinion of the Excise, "that 

^^M it was DO business of his to think," re§;&rd without an 

^H awakened, a disturbed, an a^tated spirit the progress of 

^H that great moral and intellectual commotion? Ko. As 

^M Cowper finely says — 

^^L A terrible lagacity infomu 

^^K The poet'a heart. He looks to distajtt storms, 

^^H He hears the thunder ere the tempeet Ioif«ts, 

^^H And, um'd with Etrength snrpawiiig human powers, 

^^H Seuses events as yet unknown to man, 

^^H And darts bis soul into the drawing plan. 

^H An event that shook the foundations on which so many 

^V old evils anil abuses rested, anil promised to restore to 

^1 many million*) their long-lost liberties, and by that restora- 

^M tion lo benefit all mankind, must have been meditated upon 

^M by such a cnwprehensive and enthusiastic mind as Bums's, 

^M in moods of which ordinary inti-llects, vainly intermeddling 

^H with concerns far above their reach, could have formed 

^B no conception, and no wonder that in those aroused times 

^H he, with his cuger and earnest spirit for ever on his lips, 

^H became to many the object of suspicion and fear, and 

^H Kcfiuired tlio chai-acter of a demagogue and a revolutionist. 

^H Bum» thus gave great oSenee to that fine, delicate, 

^H and most sensitive abstraction, the Board of Excise, and 

^H at one time there seems to have been some danger of his 

^H Insing bis splendid situation — no sinecure^ — of something 

^H less than a supervision of the district with an annual salary 

H of £70. The Excise rebuked him for " thinking"— a vice 

^M to which from infancy he had been sadly addicted as well 

^M as to the kindred and even more dangerous one of feeling ; 

^m and Burns, we believe, came under a soi-t of half-and-half 

^1 ]»romise and threat to do what he could to we«n himself 

^H from that habit, but he made no promise at all not to 

^H feel, and feel he did till his heart bled at every pore with 
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indignation, shame, and grief — a state in which he must 
have been found an easier and easier prey to the evils 
which beset him from other quarters, and to those social 
seductions to which, in the heroism of his hard-working 
youth, he had so often shown himself superior. Mr. Lock- 
hart enters at no inconsiderable length into the details of 
this paltry, but to Bums important, business, but in our 
sketch we must pass them by. Mr. Findlater, formerly 
collector at Glasgow, and who was at the period in question 
Bums's superior in the Dumfries district, asks — "What 
cause was there for depression of spirits on this account? or 
how should he have been hurried thereby to a premature 
grave P / never saw his spirit fail till he was borne down by 
the pressure of disease and bodily weakness, and even then 
it would occasionally revive, and, like an expiring lamp, 
emit bright flashes to the last." Mr. Findlater, as good 
a man as breathes, and as sensible a one too, seems here 
to have been correcting some eloquent but rather 
exaggerated assertions of Sir Walter Scott in an article 
in the Quarterly Review; yet, it is true, after all, ihat 
Bums's mind was disturbed by such proceedings — ^he 
tells us so himself very passionately — and the public 
feeling and opinion about him was disturbed also, and 
in that way he was a sufferer probably far beyond what 
might have been supposed from a cause so insignificant. 
In the general strain of sentiment pervading the passage 
in the review, we therefore agree with Mr. Lockhart in 
thinking that no one can refuse to concur, although some 
of the expressions may be rather too strong and the whole 
overcharged. But we all know well that Bums was all 
the while, and more especially after his enthusiasm in 
the cause of French freedom had been quenched by the 
blood atrociously spilt on its shrine, a good citizen and a 
tme patriot. 

His epistolary correspondence, that fills volumes, and 
would fill many more; his songs contributed to Johnson's 
Museum till within a month of his death; and the great 
collection of Mr. George Thomson, furnish undeniable 
proof, as Mr. Lockhart justly says, after the enthusiastic 

R 
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and t^xrell^nt Gray, ihwi " in whateTpr fits of disaapfttjaa 
he osbappily indnlpM], h« nrrrr roali] posiililv bare mik 
into anything like that hshitnal groMness of manners and 
•ottiih il'^frrulat ion of niind which some writf-rs have not 
hnitstpd to hold oat to the deepest commiaeration, if not 
more than this, of mankind." Not a few absurd thin;:* 
have, in our opinion, been said of Burns's epistoUrv 
composition. His lettera are said to bo too elaborate, the 
expression, more studied and artificial than belong to that 
species of composition. Now, the truth is, that Bums nevpr 
considered letter-writing " a species of composition " subject 
to certain mlea of taste and criticism. That had never 
occurred to him. and so much the better. Accordingly, 
bis Iptt*Ts are often full of all sorts of rant and rhodomon- 
tade, which tn ns, reading them coldly in our olooets, and 
but little acquainted and still leas, perhaps, sympathising 
with the character of the facetious persons to whom they 
were written, not unfrefiuently appears too extravagant 
for common use and not even either humorous or witty. 
But such stranpe atiiff suiti'il those to whom it was sent, and 
Burns, with all his own true and genuine humour and wit, 
enjoyed — and it is a proof of his original genius that he 
did so— whatever sort of absurdity happened to be popular 
among his friends and boon companions. Besides, there 
can be no doubt that he was often tipsy when engaged 
in penning epistles and, we do not fear to say it, frequently 
intoxicated; on one occasion we know — the letter, we 
believe, is to Nicol, "that strong in-knee'd soul of a 
schoolmaster "^perfectly dnink. Vast numbers of his 
Iptters were after-dinner effusions — many after-supper ones, 
and we beg that our forenoon and emal!-beer critical 
brethren will, if possible, attend to that peculiarity in 
Burns's character as a complete letter-writer in all their 
future octavos. But hundreds even of his most familiar 
letters are perfectly artless, though still most eloquent 
rompoflitions. Simple we may not call them, so rich are 
they in fancy, ao overflowing in feeling, and dashed ofiE, 
every other paragraph, with (he easy boldness of a 
great master, conscious of his strength even at times when, 
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of all things in this world, he was least solicitous about 
display. While some there are so solemn, so sacred, so 
religious, that he who can read them with an unstirred 
heart, as he knows that they were written in the prospect 
of near and certain death, can have no trust, no hope of 
the immortality of the soul. 

Then, of his songs breathed forth during these few short 
and troubled years from a fount of inspiration whose clear, 
pure waters no mortal misery could reach, or at least 
disturb — ^for never did they **roll drundy and dark on 
their way" — ^who shall fitly speak, unless his own hand 
has been taught by nature to touch that simple, few- 
stringed, but oh! sweetest-toned lyre that ever tinkled 
in the solitary silence of Nature, a-Iistening her own 
melodies among the sheep-whitened braes — ^that lyre, 
which, as he leaned close to his own maiden's side, on the 
mossy stem of the old hawthorn that ever and anon let drop 
over their heads a shower of delicate blossoms unfelt as 
the gloaming dews, the inspired shepherd of old, before 
fatal Flodden was fought and the Flowers of the Forest a' 
wede away, touched with a " hand that sang to the voice " 
till the wheeling moon hung as if chained over "broad 
Blacandro's oak," and the very stars, *' with dim suffusion 
veiled," looked through the tender mist as if those immortal 
eyes of heaven were not in that serene beatitude disinclined 
to tears even like the two blessed mortal creatures, weeping 
as they pledged eternal troth, and young as they were on 
earth looking forward in the prophetic power of bliss into 
the gates of heaven! 

The old nameless song-writers, buried centuries ago in 
kirkyards, that have themselves, perhaps, ceased to exist — 
yet one sees sometimes lonesome burial-places among 
the hills where man's dust continues to be deposited after 
the House of God has been removed elsewhere — ^the 
old nameless song- writers took hold, out of their stored 
hearts, of some single thought or remembrance, surpass- 
ingly sweet at the moment over all others that lay stirless 
beside it, and instantly words as sweet had being and 
breathed themselves forth along with some accordant 
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mdoiy of ihe itill nan aUen time ; tn- when muncal aad 
poetics] genius happilT mrt toe^lker, botli slike pttsBtoo- 
inspired, ihen wa» born aaother new tone or air soob 
tmntird within a thonnad maidens' hearts, and eoon 
Saving trota lip> that mnrmarFd near the livin^^ brooks 
a " mosic Bweeter than their own ! '' Had boy or virgin 
faded away in ontimelT death, and thp green mound that 
ooveivd them, by the working of some secret power far 
irHhin the heart, saddenlr risen to fancy's eye and then 
■a saddenlr mnk away inio oblivion with all the wavering 
bnrial-placeP Then was framed dirge, hymn, elegy, that, 
long after the moumed ami the mourner were forgotten, 
condnued to wail and lami-nt up and down all the vales of 
Scotland — for what vale is unvisited by such sorrow? — in 
one same monotonous melancholy air, varied only aa each 
separate singer had her heart touched and her face shaded 
with a fainter or stronger shade of pity or grief. Had 
some great battle been lost and won of old, and, to the 
shepherd on the braes, had a faint and far-off sound seemed 
on a sudden to touch the horizon like the echo of a 
trumpet? Then had some ballad it« birth, heroic, yet with 
dying falls, for the singer wept even as his heart burned 
within hira over the princely head low prostrated with 
all its plumes, haply the lowly woodsman, whose horn 
had often startled the deer as together they trode the 
fiirest-chase, lying humble even in faithful death by bia 
young lord's feet I Oh, blue-eyed maiden, so beautiful of 
old, yet even more beloved than beautiful, how couldst 
thou ever find heart to desert thy minstrel, who for thy sake 
could have died, without one sigh given to this disappear- 
ing happiness of the blue-braided spring sky and the 
green-mantled spring earth, and witched by some evil spell, 
how couldst thou follow an outlaw to foreign lands to find, 
ulasl some day a burial in the great deep? Thus was 
enchained in sounds the complaint of disappointed, 
defrauded, and despairing passion, aud another air filled 
Iho eyes of our Scottish maidens with a new luxury of 
tears— a low, flat tune, surcharged throughout with one 
gronn-Iike sigh, and acknowledged, even by the gayest 
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heart, to be indeed the language of an incurable grief! 
Or, flashed the lover^s raptured hour across the brain, yet, 
an hour in all its rapture, calm, bright, and deep as the 
summer sea, or the level summit of a far-flushing forest 
asleep in sunshine when there is not a breath in heaven? 
Then thoughts that breathe and words that burn, and in 
that wedded verse and music you feel that " love is heaven, 
and heaven is love 1 " But affection, sober, sedate, and 
solemn, has its sudden and strong inspirations — sudden 
and strong as those of the wildest and most fiery passion. 
Hence, the old grey-haired poet and musician, sitting 
haply blind in shade or sunshine and bethinking him of 
the days of his youth, while the leading hand of his aged 
Alice gently touches his arm, and that voice of hers that 
once lilted like the linnet is now like that of the dreaming 
dove asleep in the heart of its lonely tree, feels as if " the 
forehead of age were twined with spring-tide flowers," 
mourns not for the past so bright, but gladdens in the 
present so calm, and sings a holy song — ^like one of the 
songs of Zion — ^for both feel that ere the sun brings 
another summer their feet wUl be wandering by the waters 
of eternal life! 

Thus haply might arise verse and air of Scotland's 
old pathetic melodies. And how her light and airy 
measures? 

Streaks of sunshine come dancing down from heaven, 
on the darkest days, to bless and beautify the life of 
poverty dwelling in the wilderness. Labotir, as he goes 
forth at mom from his rustic lodge, feels too the small 
bird's twitter, his whole being filled with joy, and, as he 
quickens his pace to field or wood, breaks into a song. 
Care is not always lus black companion, but oft at evening 
hour Mirth — while Innocence lingers, half-afraid, behind, 
yet still follows with thoughtful footsteps — pleads him to the 
circular seat beneath the tree, among whose exterior 
branches hangs, creaking to and fro in the wind, the sign- 
board creaking friendship by the close grasp of two 
emblematical hands. And thence the catch and troll, 
"Hark! the merry Christ Church bells!" while 



*^44i EAftLT CaunCAL KEVIEWS OK BUZHB. 

• lAU|rlit«-r. Loldiiig both his aides,'' diedt tCMCB to «nf 

AAil UIImI }i»tli*-ii< on the woec of wedded life and aD 
Uir ilU !h»! -one's fle«h it heir to/' Fair, Tocking. 
L*ivf»ilititxiff'. and a hundred nual ieatrpaifi BEre for ever 
iri%iti|r *in>f» tu the flight of the circling year, or haw 
c^iulil thj» Im*\ t-arth ever in bo short a time whirl, spinning 
a»lc*««|» ciii liii »iik, round that mort attractive but distant 
MuY Hum louJ. broad, deep, eoul-and-bodyndiaking i» 
the* |iluU|rliUiMii'» or the shepherd's mirth a^ a bnndred 
ImiIJ, Auii-buineci viteapre*, retired from the "crown of lie 
lauM-y," iiiiikf thi* rafters of the old hostel ring! Over- 
kt-ail the thunder of the time-keeping dance, and all the 
juyouk t4-Ufnic*nt alivc* with love ! The pathetic song, bjr 
geniuM •tt'fiMHl in tears, is forgtytten; roars of boondi 
laughter re%^anl the ft^rless singer for the ballad ihai 
brings burning bluslies on every female boe, till tlie 
sniMMletl head can sc*an*ely be lifted up again to meet Ae 
free kiHH of ufTcetiou, l>old in the privilege of the festival, 
where bablifulnc'tts iN out of season and the chariest maid 
withholtltf not, even in that presence, the harmless bocm 
only htilf-gnuitiHl lH*m*ath the milk-white thorn. It seems 
as if all the pmfoundrr interests of life were destroyed or 
had n(*ver cxiuted. in moods like these Genius plays 
with (iriff and H|)orts with Sorrow. Broad Farce shakes 
hands with deep Truginly. Vice seems almost to be 
Virtue's tfister, the nauic^ and the natures of things are 
changed, and all that is most holy and most holily 
cherished by um strange, mortal creatures — for which 
tliousands uf men and women have died at the stake, and 
would die again rather than forfeit — ^virgin love and 
nuptial faith, and religion itself that saves us from being 
but as the beasts that perish, and equalises us with the 
angels that livo for ever — all become for a time seeming 
objects of scoff, derision, and merriment. But it is not 
so — as God is in heaven it is not so— there has been a 
flutter of strange, dancing lights on life's surface, but 
that is all — its depths have remained undisturbed in the 
poor man's nature, and how deep these are you may easily 
know by looking in an hour or two through that small 
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shining pane, the only one in his hut, and beholding and 
hearing him, his wife and children, on their knees in 
prayer (how beautiful in devotion that same maiden now !), 
not unseen by the eye of Him who, sitting in the heaven 
of heavens, doth make our earth His footstool ! 

And thus the many broad mirth-songs, and tales, and 
ballads arose that enliven Scotland's antique minstrelsy. 

To Bums's ears all these lowly lays were familiar, and 

most dear were they all to his heart ; nor less so the airs in 

which they have, as it were, been so long embalmed, and 

will be imperishable unless some fatal change should ever 

be wrought in the national character of our people. From 

the first hour, and long indeed before it, that he composed 

his rudest verse, often had he "sung aloud old songs 

that are the music of the heart " ; and some day or other 

to be able himself to breathe such strains was his dearest, 

his highest ambition. His " genius and his moral frame " 

were thus imbued with the spirit of our old traditionary 

ballad poetry, and as soon as all his manifold passions 

were ripe and his whole glorious being in full maturity, 

the voice of song was on all occasions of deepest and 

tenderest human interest, the voice of his daily, his nightly 

speech. He wooed each maiden in song that will, hundreds 

of years hence, as long as our Doric dialect is breathed by 

Love in Beauty's ear, be murmured close to the cheek of 

Innocence trembling in the arms of Passion. Was it in 

some such dim dream of delight, that, wandering all by 

himself to seek the Muse by some "trotting bum's 

meander," he found his face breathed upon by the wind 

as it was turned towards the region of the setting sun, 

and in a moment it was as the pure breath of his beloved, 

till, in that " trance ecstatic," he exclaimed to the conscious 

stars — 

Of a' the airts the wind can blaw, 

I dearly lo'e the west; 
For there the bonnie lassie lives, 

The lass that I lo'e bestl 

How different, yet how congenial, too, that other strain^ 
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iriiicli ends lik? tb? last sound of ft fanend bell whpn (he 
ag«d have been bnried — 

We'll bleep thcgitber xt the foot, 
John Andonon, m; joel 

Those old son^ were hia models, be^aus(^ they were 
modeU of corlain forma of feeling, harinjr a necessarj* and 
eternal existence. Feel as those who breathed them felt, 
and if you utter your feelinpa the utterance is song. Buma 
did feel &a they felt, and looked with the same eyes on 
the same objeela. So entirely was their language his 
lon^^age, that all the beautiful lines, and half-lines, and 
single words, that, because of something in them more 
exquisitely true to nature, had survived all the rest of 
the compositions to which they had long ago belonged, 
were sometimes adopted by him, almost unconsciously it 
might seem, in his finest inspirations, and oftener still 
sounded in his ear like a keynote, to which he pitched 
his own plaintive tune of the heart till the voice and 
language of tlie old and the new days were but aa one; 
and the maiden who sung to herself the song by her 
wheel or on the brae, quite lost in a wavering world of 
phantasy, could not aa she smiled choose but also weep I 

So far from detracting from the originality of his lyrics, 
this impulse to composition greatly increased it, while 
it gave to them a more touching character than perhaps 
ever could have belonged to them had they not breathed 
at all of antiquity. Old but not obsolete, a word familiar 
to the lips of human beings who lived ages ago, but 
tinged with a slight shade of strangeness as it flows from 
our own, connects the speaker or the singer in a way, 
though "mournful, yet pleasant to the soul," with past 
generations, and awakens a love at once more tender and 
more imaginative towards "Auld Scotland." We think 
even, at times, when thus excited, of other Bumses who 
died without their fame; and glorying in him and his 
name, we love his poetry the more deeply for the sake of 
him whose genius has given our native land a new title 
of honour among the nations. Assuredly Burns is felt 
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to be a Scotsman intus et in cute in all Mb poetry, but not 
more even in his Tarn o' SharUer and Cotter's Saturday 
Night, his two longest and most elaborate compositions, 
than in one and all of his innumerable and inimitable 
songs, from Dainty Davie to Thou lingering Star! We 
know, too, that the composition of songs was to him a 
perfect happiness that continued to the close of life — an 
inspiration that shot its light and its heat, it may be said, 
into his very grave. 

To write Scottish songs to be set to Scottish music was 
the greatest and proudest delight Bums could enjoy on 
this earth. He felt that by this means his name would 
live for ever, where it was to him most glorious to think 
of it living, in the bosoms of our Scottish maidens and 
of "a bold peasantry, their country's pride." To John- 
son's Museum he continued to contribute to the last month 
of his life, and, besides writing for it some dozen of 
excellent original songs, his diligence in collecting ancient 
pieces hitherto unpublished, and his taste and skill in 
eking out fragments, were largely and most happily 
exerted all along for its benefit. The connection with the 
more important work of Mr. Thomson began in September, 
1792, and Mr. Qray justly says, that whoever considers 
his correspondence with the editor, and the collection 
itself, must be satisfied that, from that time till the com- 
mencement of his last illness, not many days ever passed 
over his head without the production of some new stanzas 
for its pages. 

This was, indeed, a divine daily occupation for a habitual 
and confirmed drunkard I Shame on the stupid folly that 
could thus, in blindness and deafness, traduce the dying 
bard! Mr. Gray was the first who, independently of 
every other argument, proved the impossibility of the truth 
of such charges by pointing to the almost daily effusions 
of his clear and unclouded genius. For this, and for his 
otherwise triumphant vindication of the character of Bums 
from the worst obloquy it so long lay under, Scotland 
ought io be grateful to James Gray. 

In a letter written to that warm-hearted man, Mr. 
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jUejcauder Cunningbam, one of Uie very tnie«t friends 
lie cvt-r hail, towards the boginniiig of 1794, BometiLing 
mort- than a year befort^ hts di-ath. Bums bimself aars, 
ia that strong language which he Bometimes used beyond 
the need of the occaaiun, but which must have meant all 
thut mpt the eai^ 

Vor these tvo months 1 have not been able to lift a pen. M; 
ounttitutioo and frame were, ab ungint, bla«t«d with a deep and 
incursble taint of hypochondria, which pouoiiE mj existence. Of 
late B number of domestic vexations, and some pecuniary share in 
the ruin of theite . . . times — losses which, thoo^ trifling, 
were yet what I catild ill bear^have so irritated me, that mj 
feelings at times could only be envied by a reprobate spirit Ustentng 
to tho sentente that dooms it to perdition. 

With language of thi§ kind there may be many who, 
at the Eame time that they entertain all kindly feelings 
towards the memory of Burns, will be unable to sym- 
pathise. But the some letter does tonlain sentiments and 
opinions so nobly conceived and expressed, that we agree 
with all our hearts that "they who have beeu told that 
Bums was ever a degraded being, who have permitted 
themselves to believe that his only consolations were those 
'of the opiate guili applies to grief,' will do well to pause 
over it and judge for themselveH." The following passage, 
how beautiful — how sublime ! — 

Still there are two great pillars that bear us up, amid the wreck 
of miafortune nnd misery. The one is composed of the different 
modifications of a certain noble, stabborn sometbiug in man, known 
by the names of courage, fortitude, magnanimity. The dthbb 
is made up of those feelings and sentiments, which, however the 
sceptic may deny, or the enthusiast disfigure them, as yet I am 
convinced, original and component parts of the human soul ; tfaow 
stnam nf tlie mind, if I may be allowed the expression, which connect 
us with, and hnk us to, those awful obscure realities — an all- 
powerful and equally beneficent God — and a world to come, beyond 
death and the grave. The first gives the nerve of combat, while 
a r^ of hope beams on the field ; the last pours the balm of 
oomtort into the wounds which time can never cure. 

I do not remember, my dear Cunningbam, that yon and I ever 
talked on the subject of religion at all, t know some who laugh 
at it, as the trick of the crafty raw, to lead the nndisceming 
hant; or at most as an uncertain obscurity, which mankind can 
never know anything gf, and with which they are fools if th»y 
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give themselires much to do. Nor would I quarrel with a man for 
his irreligion, any more than I would for his want of a musical 
ear. I would regret that he was shut out from what, to me and to 
others, were such superlative sources of enjoyment. It is in this 
point of vieWf and for this reason, that I will deeply imbue £he 
mind of every child of mine with religion. If my son should 
happen to be a man of feeling, sentiment, and taste, I shall thus 
add largely to his enjoyments. Let me flatter myself that this 
sweet little fellow, who is just now running about my desk, will 
be a man of a melting, ardent, glowing heart; and an imagination, 
delighted with the painter, and rapt with the poet. Let me 
figure him wandering out in a sweet evening, to inhale the balmy 
gales, and enjoy the growing luxuriance of the spring; himself 
the while in the blooming youth of life. He looks abroad on all 
nature, and through nature up to nature's Ood. His soul, by 
swift, delighted degrees, is rapt above this sublunary sphere, until 
he can be silent no longer, and bursts out into the glorious 
enthusiasm of Thomson — 

These, as they change. Almighty Father, these 
Are but the varied Gbd. The rolling year 
Is full of Thee; 

and so on, in all the spirit and ardour of that charming hymn. 
These are no ideal pleasures; they are real delights; and I ask 
what of the delights among the sons of men are superior, not to 
say equal, to them? And they have this precious, vast addition, 
that conscious virtue stamps them for her own; and lays hold on 
them to bring herself into the presence of a witnessing, judging, 
and approving God. 

We shall not attempt the defence of the people of Scot- 
land in their conduct towards Burns. Something, perhaps 
much, might, and some time or other ought and will, be 
said by us in its extenuation. But it was bad. Let 
England, however — we say it in love and admiration of 
her character — ^let England look to herself, and settle all 
accounts with herself on the score of her own neglect of 
native genius, before she wastes any more of her high- 
toned moral indignation on us for our treatment of him 
whom now we glory in as our greatest national poet. The 
gold coin of the genius of Bums at least, be it remembered, 
never sustained during his lifetime any depreciation,' He 
had this to comfort him, this to glory in, to the last ; and 
this, by the poet in his barest poverty, was doubtless often 
felt to be an exceeding great reward. And when he 
died — when it was known that Bums indeed was dead — 
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not in vain, and idle, and pompcnu fnnenil rites alone— 
thnnfdi thest^ were paid him, and the volleying thundoB 
pealed over his prrave — not in nnaTmilijig attempts to 
lament his doom by tonching to elegiac stnuna the strings 
of that harp which now lay mute by its maater^s side, did 
Scotland show her remorse, her penitence, her gratitnde. 
The widow and the fatherless became the objects of general 
tender concern. An ample subscription, was soon raised 
for their behoof— a new edition of his Poefns, by the 
enlightened and benevolent Currie, while it spread wider 
and estal>lished more firmly his fame, added to the fund of 
charity — and this surely, and more than this, done mt the 
time when there was a blessing on it, and every year since 
his death a most earnest and universal delight in his 
genius, even to passion, well entitles Scotland almost to 
forgive and forget her offence, to sink the past in the 
present, and even to pride herself on being, after all, not 
an ungrateful mother of such a son. To have failed in 
any dutv she ever owed to such a son when he was alive 
to rejoice and benefit, along with all he loved most dearly, 
from the bestowal of her regard, must always be set down 
to the discredit and disgrace of the country. Yet thus 
much we will say, and only thus much, that we ought to 
remember that the Dead Bums is more glorious than ever 
was the Living. He has now gathered all his fame. Nations 
have honoured his genius. He sits among the Inunortals. 
This has rarely been the lot of any living man: not of 
Milton — not yet of Wordsworth. Can it be that man 
hates to honour man, till the power in which he may 
have wrought miracles be extinguished or withdrawn from 
earth, and then, when we fear, and hate, and pine, and 
envy about it no more, we confess its grandeur, bow down 
to it, and worship it ? Then it was, like ourselves^ human 
— now it is divine! 

Up to the day on which Bums left his farm of Ellisland 
(and had such rural occupation, entire and undivided, 
and under ordinary happy circumstances, been always his, 
how different might have been the whole colour and com- 
plexion of his life I) we showed, that after fairly balancing 
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thjd accoimts of conacience, he was so far from being 
bankrupt in character that no man was Better entitled 
than he to hold up his head among the best of 
his fellow-beings at chnrch or market. How stands 
he at his last earthly audit? With many more 
sins to be judged and forgiven by Ood at the 
great day — ^with not many more, although some, to be 
judged, may we dare to use the word forgiven? — even by 
man during his earthly sojourn! He had often erred — 
sometimes grossly and grievously — and "rueful had the 
expiation been/* But were the sins of poor Robert Bums 
so much worse than those of most other men, that it 
became a moral and religious duty to emblazon them for 
an eternal warning to human nature? Alas ! his sins bore 
no proportion to his sorrows ! Long, long before the light 
of heaven had ever been darkened, obscured, or eclipsed 
in his conscience, even for a moment, by evil thoughts 
or evil deeds, when the bold, bright boy, with his thick 
black curling hair ennobling his noble forehead, was 
slaving for his parents' sake — and if the blessing of God 
ever falls on mortal man, it must be on toils like these — 
Robert Bums used often to lie by his brother's side all 
night long without ever closing an eye in sleep, for that 
large heart of his that loved all his eyes looked upon of 
nature's works, living or dead, divine as was its mechanism 
for the play of all lofty passions, would often get suddenly 
disarranged as if approached the very hour of death. Who 
so skilled in nature's mysteries to dare to say that many 
more years could have fallen to the lot of one so framed 
had he all life-long drank, as in youth, but of the well- 
water, lain down with the dove, and risen with the lark? 
If excesses, in which there was much blame, did in any 
degree injure his health and constitution — and most pro- 
bably they did so — ^how much more did those other excesses 
certainly do so, in which there was both praise and virtue 
—over-anxious, over-worked hours beneath the midday 
sun when his hot beams shot downwards like arrows, yet 
were faithful in that beautiful pagan poetry for a moment 
restored for the sake of our great pastoral, well might we 
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belifre tluit Apollo would not have hart the Miup'a ann- 
But let as oot fear to confess all his faqlts, failin^H, ertot*. 
r\t»», Hins in all their ma^jtiul^ and in all tb^ir darkest 
coloon. They are known to the whole world. Yet still 
the whole world loves, admire*, reapetts, venerates the 
memory of Bums, Xot ander the power of hi* Renins 
alonn does the world thus feel and judee. For how much 
is there of good and preat in the oharaeter of the man! 
What lessons of patience, endurance, contentment, resig- 
nation, magnanimity, devotion, does his earlier life leach! 
Was not his manhood, in all its better days, nay. on to the 
week of the final struggle, digniiied, amidst all its stains, 
by independence, by patriotism, by integrity, by generosity 
— for he wa« generous as poor — and by the discharge of 
nature's primal duties under sorest difficulty and distress, 
for hard ha<i he worked for that wife and those children, 
whom at last he piously delivered up to the care of their 
God on the bed of death. Who ever laid one mean, 
jealous, envious, unkind, or cruel thought or deed to 
the charge of Robert Hums? Ill-used as lie had been by 
the world — by the great and the rich, and the learned 
and the wise, in short, by (he powerful- -who were proud 
to take him by the hand and lift him up for a little while 
on a towering and conspicuous eminence, and then did 
let him wander away off int« what might have been 
utter obBcurity for them, into sufferings by them unmiti- 
gated: this, we say, was to use him ill indeed, and even 
this might have broken many a noble heart, as we know 
that for a time it shook his to its very core. But in spite 
of all this, in spite of the "hope deferred that maketh the 
heart sick," Burns never became a misanthrope. A few 
indignant flashes his genius occasionally gave forth against 
the littleness of the great, but nothing so paltry as persona) 
pique at the bad and base usage of a few, or even many, 
who ought, not thus to have dishonoured their birth, ever 
inspired Burns with feelings of hostility towards the 
highest orders. His was an imagination that clothed high 
rank with that dignity and splendour which some of the 
degenerate descendants of old and illustrious houses had 
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seemed to have forgotten; and when an iithole, a Daer, 
or a Glencaim " reverenced the lyre '* and grasped the hand 
of the peasant who had received it as his patrimony from 
nature, Bums felt it to be nowise inconsistent with the 
stubbomest independence that ever supported a son of the 
soil in his struggles with necessity, reverently to doff his 
bonnet and bow his head in their presence, proud in his 

humility. 

The bridegroom may forget the bride 
Was made his wedded wife yestreen; 

The monarch may forget the crown, 
That on his head an hour hath been ; 
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The mother may forget the child 
That smiles sae sweetly on her knee; 

But m remember thee, Olencaim, 
And a' that thou hast done for me I 

Even this perfect freedom from uneasy, dissatisfied, and 
angry thoughts and feelings towards the rich and great, 
when we consider all things, proves the native magna- 
nimity of Bums. After all, that is the highest eulogy which 
uses only the most common but the most holy words. 
Bums, then, was a good son, a good brother, a good friend, 
a good husband, and a good father. 

No farther seek his merits to disclose, 
Nor draw his frailties from their dread abode; 
There they alike in trembling hope repose, 
The bosom of his Father and his Ood. 
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By THOMAS OABLYLE. 

/Vom *' Thb Edikbubgh Rkyixw," Dteemher^ 1829. 
REVIEW OF "LOCKHARTS LIFE OF ROBERT BURNS." 

In the modem arrangements of society, it is no uncommon 
thing that a man of genius must, like Butler, ''ask &r 
bread and receive a stone'*; for, in spite of our grand 
maxim of supply and demand, it is by no means the 
highest excellence that men are most forward to recognise. 
The inventor of a spinning- jenny is pretty sure c^ his 
reward in his own day; but the writer of a true poem, 
like the apostle of true religion, is nearly as sure of the 
contraiy. We do not know whether it is not an aggrava- 
tion of the injustice that there is generally a posthumous 
retribution. liobert Bums, in the course of nature, might 
yet have been living ; but his short life was spent in toil 
and penury, and he died in the pride of his manhood, 
miserable and neglected ; and yet already a brave 
mausoleum shines over his dust, and more than one 
splendid monument has been reared in other places to his 
fame ; the street where he languished in poverty is called 
by his name; the highest personages in our literature 
have been proud to appear as his commentators and 
admirers, and here is the sixth narrative of his hife 
that has been given to the world ! 

Mr. Lockhart thinks it necessary to apologise for this 
new attempt on such a subject ; but his readers, we believe, 
will readily acquit him, or at worst will censure only the 
performance of his task, not the choice of it. The character 
of Bums, indeed, is a theme that cannot easily become 
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either trite or ezhausted, and will probably gain rather 
than lose in its dimensions by the distance to which 
it is removed by time. No man, it has been said, is a 
hero to his valet ; and this is probably true ; but the fault 
is at least as likely to be the valet's as the hero's ; for it 
is certain that to tiie vulgar eye few things are wonderful 
that are not distant. It is diffictdt for men to believe that 
the man, the mere man whom they see, nay, perhaps, 
painfully feel, toiling at their side through the poor 
jostlings of existence, can be made of finer clay than them- 
selves. Suppose that some dining acquaintance of Sir 
Thomas Lucy's, and neighbour of John a Combe's, had 
snatched an hour or two from the preservation of his game 
and written us a Life of Shakespeare! What dissertations 
should we not have had — ^not on Hamlet and The Tempest, 
but on the wool trade, and deer stealing, and the libel 
and vagrant laws ! and how the poacher became a player ; 
and how Sir Thomas and Mr. John had Christian bowels, 
and did not push him to extremities ! In like manner, we 
believe, with respect to Bums, that till the companions of 
his pilgrimage, the honourable Excise Commissioners and 
the gentlemen of the Caledonian Hunt, and the Dumfries 
aristocracy, and all the squires and earls, equally with the 
Ayr writers, and the new and old light clergy, whom he 
had to do with, shall have become invisible in the darkness 
of the past, or visible only by light borrowed from his 
juxtaposition, it will be difficult to measure him by any 
true standard, or to estimate what he really was and did 
in the eighteenth century for his country and the world. 
It will be difficult, we say, but still a fair problem for 
literary historians; and repeated attempts will give us 
repeated approximations. 

His former biographers have done something, no doubt, 
but by no means a great deal, to assist us. Dr. Currie and 
Mr. Walker, the principal of these writers, have both, 
we think, mistaken one essentially important thing — ^their 
own and the world's true relation to their author, and 
the style in which it became such men to think and to 
speak of such a man. Dr. Currie loved the poet truly, 
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hJMMlf. j9l ht t m a j 'm ^n iabmimm his -rnHk * ca»im 
, w a tte rdile palibc ^ght 
tkmk it *Mfr a»d kaU-n wmfedfe tkM be. & aw 
«< KMM^ a M^obr, nd gf^Hwiii, AooU do mk* 
hoaov to ■ raatie. 1a all dda, Ww i.»u . w readflj adnh 
tkalht* h>lt»a»aat wmat d lore, (rat vmbuw a< &iik : 
a^ npet Oat the fint sad kiadert of aU on pMt'i 
biagr^han tluraU aot haw mcb farther, or lelimti man 
boWy what he nv. Mc Walker frfbmds mon deeply ia 
the «aie kind ; asd both err alike in preaeatia^ «• with 
a detached catalogue of his mt^tbJ pOHeawd attribotM, 
viiioea, and rice*, inrtewd of a deliaeatian ol the resoltiag 
ehafacter ai a linag onity. Tkift, howvm, is not painting 
a portrait, bat ganging the length and breadth of At 
■ereral tealnres, and jotting down their dimeuuotu in 
ahthiBetical cipher*. Nay. it is not so much as this ; lor 
we are yet to learn by what arts or iiutnunents the mind 
could be an nieaaured and ganged. 

Ur. LockhaH, we are happy to say, has avoided both 
these errors, lie anifonoly treats Bums as the high and 
remarkable man the public roice has dow pronoanced him 
to be: and in delineating him, he has aroided the method 
of separate generalities, and rather sought for characteristir 
incident*, habits, actions, sayings; in a word, for aspects 
which exhibit the whole man as he looked and lived among 
hia fellows. The book, accordingly, with oil its deficien- 
cies, gives more iasight, we think, into the tme character 
of BurnH than any prior biography ; though, being written 
on the very popular and condensed scheme of an article 
for Conitahlt'i Miieellany, it has less depths than we could 
have wished and expected from a writer of such power; 
and contains rather more, and more multifarious. 
(]iiotatiniiri than belong of right to an original production. 
Indeed, Mr, Lockhart's own writing is generally so good, 
no clear, direct, and uerv-ous, that we seldom wish to see 
it making place for another man's. However, the spirit 
of the work is thoroughly candid, tolerant, and anxiously 
eoiiciliutiiig; complimpnta and praises are liberally dJs- 
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tributed on all hands, to great and small; and, as Mr. 
Morris Birkbeck observes of the society in the backwoods 
of America, " The courtesies of polite life are never lost 
sight of for a moment." But there are better things than 
these in the volume; and we can safely testify not only 
that it is easily and pleasantly read a first time, but may 
even be without difficidty read again. 

Nevertheless we are far from thinking that the problem 
of ** Bums's biography " has yet been adequately solved. 
We do not allude so much to the deficiency of facts or 
documents — ^though of these we are still every day 
receiving some fresh accession — as to the limited and 
imperfect application of them to the great end of 
biography. Our notions upon this subject may, perhaps, 
appear extravagant; but if an individual is really of 
consequence enough to have his life and character recorded 
for public remembrance, we have always been of 
opinion that the public ought to be made acquainted with 
all the inward springs and relations of his character. 
How did the world and man's life, from his particidar 
position, represent themselves to his mind? How did 
oo-existing circumstances modify him from without ; how 
did he modify these from within P With what endeavours 
and what efficacy rule over them ; with what resistance and 
what sujffering sink under them P In one word, what and 
how produced was the effect of society on him ; what and 
how produced was his effect on society? He who shoidd 
answer these questions in regard to any individual would, 
as we believe, furnish a model of perfection in biography. 
Few individuals, indeed, can deserve such a study; 
and many Lives will be written, and, for the gratification 
of innocent curiosity, ought to be written, and read, and 
forgotten, which are not in this sense biographies. But 
Bums, if we mistake not, is one of these few individuals ; 
and such a study, at least with such a result, he has not 
yet obtained. Our own contributions to it, we are aware, 
can be but scanty and feeble; but we offer them with 
goodwill, and trust they may meet with acceptance from 
those for whom they are intended. 
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^H Barns first came upon the world as a prodigy, and wa<, 

^M in that character, entertained by it, in the usual faahiun, 
with load, vague, tumiUtuuiia wonder, speedily subsiding 
into censure and neglect, till bis early and most mournful 
death again awakened an enthusiasm for him, which, 
especially as there was now nothing to be done, and much 
to bo Bimken, has prolonged itself even to our own time. 
It is true the " nine days " have long since elapsed ; and 
the wry continuance of this clamoor proves that Bums 
was no vulgar wonder. Accordingly, even in sober judg- 
ments, where, as years passed l>y, he has come to rest 
tiDore and more exclusively on his own intrinsic merits, 
and may now be well-nigh sbom of that casual radiance, 
he appears not only as a true British poet, but as one of 
the most considerable British men of the eighteenth 
OMitury. Let it not be objected that he did little ; he did 
much, if we consider where and how. If the work per- 
formed was small, we must remember that be bad his 
very materials to discover: for the metal he worked in 
lay hid under the desert, where no eye but his had guessed 
its existence ; and we may almost say that with bis own 
hand be had to construct the tools for fashioning if. For 
he found himself in deepest obscurity, without help, 
without instruction, without model ; or with models only 
of the meanest sort. An educated man stands, as it were, 
in the midst of a boundless arsenal and magazine, filled 
with ail the weapons and engines which man's skill has 
been able tn devise from the earliest time; and he works, 
accordingly, with a strength borrowed from all past ages. 
How different is his state who stands on the outside of 
that store-house, and feels that its gates must be stormed, 
or remain forever shut against him ! His means an* the 
commonest and rudest : the mere work done is no me-asure 
of his strength. A dwarf behind his steam-engine may 
remove moiintains: but no dwarf will hew them down 
with the pick-axe: and he must be a Titan that hurls 
them abroad with his arms. 

It is in this last shape that Burns presents himself. 
Bnm in an age the most prosaic Britain had yet seen, 
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and in a condition the most disadvantageous, where his 
mind, if it accomplished anght, must accomplish it under 
the pressure of continual bodily toil, nay, of penury and 
desponding apprehension of the worst evils, and with no 
furtherance but such knowledge as dwells in a poor man's 
hut, and the rhymes of a Fergusson or Bamsay for his 
standard of beauty, he sinks not under all these impedi- 
ments; through the fogs and darkness of that obscure 
region his eagle eye discerns the true relations of the world 
and human life ; he grows into intellectual strength, and 
trains himself into intellectual expertness. Impelled by 
the irrepressible movement of his inward spirit, he 
struggles forward into the general view, and with haughty 
modesty lays down before us, as the fniit of his labour, a 
gift which time has now pronounced imperishable. Add 
to all this, that his darksome, drudging childhood and 
youth was by far the kindliest era of his whole life, and 
that he died in his thirty-seventh year, and then ask if it 
be strange that his poems are imperfect, and of small 
extent, or that his genius attained no mastery in its 
art P Alas, his sun shone as through a tropical tornado ; 
and the pale shadow of death eclipsed it at noon! 
Shrouded in such baleful vapours, the genius of Bums 
was never seen in clear azure splendour enlightening the 
world ; but some beams from it did, by fits, pierce through, 
and it tinted those clouds with rainbow and orient colours 
into a glory and stem grandeur, which men silently gazed 
on with wonder and tears! 

We are anxious not to exaggerate, for it is exposition 
rather than admiration that our readers require of us here ; 
and yet to avoid some tendency to that side is no easy 
matter. We love Bums, and we pity him ; and love and 
pity are prone to magnify. Criticism, it is sometimes 
thought, should be a cold business. We are not so sure 
of this ; but, at all events, our concern with Bums is not 
exclusively that of critics. True and genial as his poetry 
must appear, it is not chiefly as a poet, but as a man, that 
he interests and affects us. He was often advised to write 
a tragedy; time and means were not lent him for this; 
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^H but tbrouffb life hf tnuKted • tngedy. a»d ame d tbe 

^f devpnrt. We qoeBUoii vbethn the world ka> nmt» wH- 

neaied »o utterly tad m treoe ; whether KapaleoB fa'— Jf. 

left to brawl with Sir Badson Lowv, and periih ok hii 

rock, "amid the melanchulj main." presented t» the 

rt^iliTlit!); mind xach a "irpectade of pi^ sad fear" aa 
dill this iDtrinsicaUy nobler, gentler, and perhaps gnata 
wul, wwitinff iUelf away in a hopeless stm^^e with base 
entanglernents. which coiled closer and closer round him. 
till only death opened him as octlet. Conqoeioni acvaiaee 
with whom the world could well dispense: nor can the 
hard intellect, the unsympathising loftiness, and high bot 
seltisti eutbuaiasm of such persons inspire as in general 
with any atfection ; at )>est it may excite amaxement; 
and their fall, like that of a p^Tamid, will he beheld with 
a certain sadneM and awe. But a true poet, a man in 
whose heart resides some effluence of wisdom, some tone 
of th* " EtorDHl Melodies," is the most preciood gift that 
can be bestowed on a generation : we see in him a freer, 
purer dcvelopmi-nt of whatever is noblest in ourselves; 
his life is a rich lesson to us, and we mourn his death as 
that of n benefactor who loved and taught us. 

HurU a trift had Nature in her bounty bestowed on us in 
Robert Bums, but with queen-like indifference she cast 
it from her band like n thing of no moment, and it was 
defaced and t^irn asunder as an idle bauble before we recog- 
nised it. To the ill-starred Burns was triven the power of 
making man's life more venerable, but that of wisely 
guiding his own was not given. Destiny—for so in our 
ignorance we must speak — his faults, the faults of others, 
proved too hard for him, and that spirit which might have 
soared, could it but have walked, soon sank to the dust, 
its glorious faculties trodden under foot in the blossom, 
and died, we may almost say. without ever having lived. 
And BO kind and warm a soul, so full of inborn riches, of 
loTe to all living and lifeli'ss things! How his heart flows 
out in sympothy over universal nature, and in her bleakest 
provinces discerns a beauty and a meaning ! The " daisy " 
falls not unheeded under his ploughshare, nor the ruined 
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nest of that " wee, cowering, timorous beastie," cast forth ' 
after all its provident pains to "thole the sleety dribble \ 
and cranreuch cauld." The "hoar visage" of winter \ 
delights him, he dwells with a sad and oft-retnming 
fondness in these scenes of solemn desolation, but the voice 
of the tempest becomes an anthem to his ears ; he loves to 
walk in the sounding woods, for " it raises his thoughts to 
Him that walketh on the wings of the wind." A true 
poet-soul, for it needs but to be struck and the sound it 
yields wDl be music! But observe him chiefly as he 
mingles with his brother-men. What warm, all-com- 
prehending fellow-feeling ; what trustful, boundless love ; 
what generous exaggeration of the object loved! His 
rustic friend, his nut-brown maiden, are no longer mean 
and homely, but a hero and a queen whom he prizes as 
the paragons of earth. The rough scenes of Scottish life, 
not seen by him in any Arcadian illusion, but in the rude 
contradiction, in the smoke and soil of a too harsh reality, 
are still lovely to him; poverty is indeed his companion, 
but love also and courage ; the simple feelings, the worth, 
the nobleness that dwell under the straw roof are dear 
and venerable to his heart ; and thus over the lowest pro- 
vinces of man's existence he pours the glory of his own] 
sold, and they rise, in shadow and sunshine, softened an< 
brightened into a beauty which other eyes discern not 
in the highest. He has a just self-consciousness which toot^ 
often degenerates into pride, yet it is a noble pride, fort 
defence, not for offence, no cold, suspicious feeling, but! 
a frank and social one. The peasant poet bears himself,^ 
we might say, like a king in exile ; he is cast among the 
low and feels himself equal to the highest, yet he claims no 
rank that none may be disputed to him. The forward he 
can repel, the supercilious he can subdue; pretensions of 
wealth or ancestry are of no avail with him; there is a 
fire in that dark eye, under which the " insolence of con- 
descension" cannot thrive. In his abasement, in his 
extreme need, he forgets not for a moment the majesty 
of poetry and manhood. And yet, far as he feels himself 
above common men, he wanders not apart from them, but 
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mixea wannlr ia tbnr tatemts: nay. tlutnn 
ihat arau and. a« it wrrv, r«tn«U iba^m to Iotr 
mofinir to see bow, ia his darkrst i]4-«[M>adrorT, Uui 
beiair >till •rrkx relief fnim frieadilup, tmboMiau I 
often to the uavortl);. aad, aniil tean, straiu 
ftlowinir hnut a beart that knowi oolr the natne ol 
•hip. Aaii Ti»t be was "quick to learn." a man ( 
Tuioii. before wbom common di*|pii<m afford«l no c 
■nent. His nndnvtasdiitR aair tfan>u);h the holl 
STrn of aerompJished deceiTera, bot therv was a g< 
mdoliiy in his bmrL And »o did our 
hinueU amonf! as, " m wnl like an .£nltan h> 
strinfTS the \-iilgar wind as it pawed thinugh thi 
iUeU into arlirulat« mrJody." And this was ' 
the world toond no fittrr business than qoaml 
smugglers Had vintDm. i-omputing Kseiw d 
tallow, and frauipng air bam-la! In sucb loill 
mighty spirit sorrowfully wast^. and a hnnid 
may pass an befon? another such is given us to ' 
All that rvmmos of Bums, the writings hC 
seem to as, as we hiiit«^ above, no more thi 
mutilated fraction of what was in him, 
glimpses of a genius that could never show itseU 
that wanted all things for completeness^-cultn 
true effort, nay, even length of life. His poem 
scarcely any exception, mere occasioual effasii 
forth with little premeditation, expressing tiy such 
as ofFeri'd the passion, opinion, or humour of tbi 
Never in one iniitance was it permitted him to | 
with any aubject with the full collection of bis st 
to fuse and mould it in the concentrated fire of his 
To try by the strict rules of art such imperfect frai 
would be at once unprofitable and unfair. Never 
there is something in these poems, marred and defe< 
they are^ which forbids the most fastidious stud 
poetry to pass them by. Some sort of enduring i 
they must have, for, after fifty years of the wildest ■ 
tudes in poetic taste, they still continae to be 
are read more and more eagerly, more and 
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BiTply, and this ii not only by literary virtuosos and that 
riaas apon whom trannitory causee operate most stronply. 
but by all classes down to ihe most hard, unlettered, and 
truly natural class who read little and especially no poetry, 
except because they find pleasure in it. The grounds of 
so singular and wide a popularity, which extends in a 
literal sense from the palace to the hut and over all regions 
where the English tongue is spoken, are well worth 
inquiring: into. After every just deduction, it seems to 
imply some rare excellence in these works. What is that 
excellence ? 

To answer this question will not lead us far. The 
excellence of Bums is indeed among the rarest, whether in 
poetry or prose, but at the same time it is plain and easily 
recognised, his sincerity, his indisputable air of truth- 
Here are no fabulous woes or joys, no hollow fantastic 
sentimentalities, no wire-drawn refinings either in thought 
or feeling; the passion that is traced before us has glowed 
in a living heart, the opinion he utters has risen in 
his own understanding and been a light to his own steps. 
He does not write from hearsay, but from sight and experi- 
ence: it is the scenes he has lived and laboured amid that 
he describes; those scenes, rude and humble as they are, 
have kindled beautiful emotions in his soul, noble thoughts, 
and definit4.- resolves, and he speaks forth what is in him 
not from any outward call of vanity or interest, but because 
his heart is too full to be silent. He speaks it, too, with 
such melody and modulation as he can, " in homely rustic 
jingle " ; but it is his own and genuine. This is the grand 
secret for finding readers and retaining them ; let him who 
would move and convince others be first moved and con- 
vinced himself. Horace's rule, Si vi$ m« fiere, is applicable 
in a wider sense than the literal one. To every poet, to 
every writer, we might say — Be true, if you would bo 
believed. Let a man but speak forth with genuine earnest- 
ness the thought, the emotion, the actual condition of his 
own heart, and other men, so strangely are we all knit 
together by the tie of sympathy, must and will give heed 
to him. In culture, in extent of view, we may stand 
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nbore Ihr spcalicr or below him, but in either cak 
> wDrdB, if (Ix'y arc i'arii(>st and sincere, will find 
ivsponsc within us, for in »pite of all casDuI variet 
outward rank, or inward, as face answers to face, k 
the hi>4irt of man <o man. 

This may appear a very simple principle, and one 
' Bums had little merit in discovering. True, the diet 
cadv eiinii^U, Itiit the practical applianci- is not ( 
is indeed the fundamental dJfKeulty which all poeta h 
atrive with and which scarcely one in the hundrec 
Inirly surmount*. A head too dull to discriminate th 
from the falsp, a heart too dull to love the one at alj 
and to hate the other in spite of all temptations, are 
fatal to a writer. With either, or, as more com 
happens, with both, of these dcScienciee, comb 
love of distinction, a wish to be original, which is s 
wantinft, and we have affectation, the bane of litei 
as cant, ita elder brother, is of morals. How often dt 
one and the other front us in poetry as in life ! Greai 
themselvpB are not always free of this vice ; nay. 
precisely on a certain sort and degree of greatneBS ■ 
I is niost commonly ingrafted, A strong effort after 
lenc* will sometimes solace itself with a mere shat 
success, and ho who has much to unfold will som 
unfold it imperfectly. Byron, for instance, was no co 
man, yet if we examine his poetry with this vii 
ehall find it far enough from faultless. Generally 
ing, we fihould say that it is not true. He refrea 
not with the divine fountain, but too often with 
strong waters, stimulating indeed to the taste, bu 
ending in dislike or even nausea. Are his Haroh 
Giaours, we would ask, real men— we mcAU poetical! 
sistent and conceivable men ? Do not these character 
not the character of their author, which more c 
shines through them all, rather appear a thing [ 
for the occasion: no natural or possible mode of 
but something intended to look much grander than n 
Surely all these stormful agonies, this volcanic _J 
Buperhuman contempt, and moody desperatioa. 
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much scowling and teeth-gnashing and other sulphurous 
humours, is more like the brawling of a player in some 
paltry tragedy which is to last three hours, than the 
bearing of a man in the business of life which is to last 
three-score and ten years. To our minds there is a taint 
of this sort, something which we should call theatrical, 
fidse, and affected, in every one of these otherwise powerful 
pieces. Perhaps Don Juariy especially the latter parts of 
it, is the only thing approaching to a sincere work he 
ever wrote; Ihe only work where he showed himself, in 
any measure, as he was, and seemed so intent on his 
subject as, for moments, to forget himself. Yet Byron 
hated this vice, we believe, heartily detested it; nay, he 
had declared formal war against it in words. So difficult 
is it even for the strongest to make this {Hrimaiy attain- 
ment, which might seem the simplest of all, to read its 
own consciousness without mistakes, without errors in- 
voluntary or wilful ! We recollect no poet of Bums's 
susceptibility who comes before us from the first, and 
abides with us to the last, with such a total want of 
affectation. He is an honest man and an honest writer. 
In his successes and his failures, in his greatness and his 
littleness^ he is ever clear, simple, true, and glitters with 
no lustre but his own. We reckon this to be a great 
virtue — ^to be, in fact, the root of most other virtues, 
literary as well as moral. 

It is necessary, however, to mention that it is to the 
poetry of Bums that we now allude — to those writings 
which he had time to meditate, and where no special 
reason existed to warp his critical feeling or obstruct 
his endeavour to fulfil it. Certain of his letters and other 
fractions of prose composition by no means deserve 
this praise. Here, doubtless, there is not the same natural 
truth of style; but, on the contrary, something not only 
stiff, but strained and twisted, a certain high-flown, inflated 
tone, the stilting emphasis of which contrasts ill with 
the firmness and rugged simplicity of even his poorest 
verses. Thus no man, it would appear, is altogether 
unaffected. Does not Shakespeare himself sometimes 




prentMlitatf the ahrpntt bombwt? But even with i 
to thMe lelten of Boms, it is but fair to stale tt 
had two rxcuaM. Thi> first was his comparative de& 
in language. Boms, ihoii^b fur tliv tuvtt part he 
with ainfrnlBr force, and even grarefuiness, is not i 
of EngliEh pro*r a« b« ia of Scottish verse — not i 
of it, wp iitean. in pruimrtion to the depth and vehe 
(if his matter. These letters strike us as the effor 
man to cxpn-ss MnuHthin^ which he has no organ 
expressing. But a sM^ond and weightier excuse is 
found in the peculiarity of Burus's social rook. 
1*0 rresjion dents are often men whose relation to h 
has never accurately ascertained ; whom, therefore, 
either forearming himself against, or else unconsc 
flattering, bv adopting the style he thinks will please 
At all oventx, we should remember that these faults 
in his letters, are not the rule but the exception. ^ 
ever he writes, as one would ever wish to i 
trusted friends and on real interests, his style b( 
simple, vigorous, expressive, sometimes even bea 
Ilis letters to Mrs. Dunlop are uniformly excellent 
But we return to his poetry. It addition to its sii 
it has another peculiar merit, which indeed is but a 
or perhaps a means, of the foregoing. It displayt 
in his choice of subjects, or rather in hia indiflere 
to subjects, and the jwwer he has of making all si 
interesting. The ordinary poet, like the ordinary 
is forever seeking in external circumstances the help 
can be found only in himself. In what is familii 
near at hand he discerns no form of comeliness: h< 
not jweticAl but prosaic; it is in some past, distan 
ventiona! world that poetry resides for him; were ht 
and not here, were he thus and not so, it would b 
with him. Hence our inniuuerable host of rose-co 
novels and iron-mailed epics, with their locality i 
the earth, but somewhere nearer to the moon. Hen 
Virgins of the Sun and our Knights of the Cross, maj 
Saracens in turbans and copper-coloured chid 
wampum, and so many other truculent figures 1 
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heroic times or the heroic climates, who on all hands 
Bwarm in our poetry. Peace be with them ! But yet, 
as a great moralist proposed preaching to the men of this 
century, so would we fain preach to the poets *' a sermon 
on the duty of staying at home/' Let them be sure that 
heroic ages and heroic climates can do little for them. 
That form of life has attraction for us less because it is 
better or nobler than our own than simply because it 
is different, and even this attraction must be of the most 
transient sort. For will not our own age one day be an 
ancient one and have as quaint a costume as the rest, 
not contrasted with the rest, therefore, .but ranked along 
with them in respect of quaintness P Does Homer interest 
us now because he wrote of what passed out of his native 
Ghreece and two centuries before he was bom, or because 
he wrote of what passed in God's world and in the heart of 
man, which is the same after thirty centuries? Let our 
poets look to this ; is their feeling really finer, truer, and 
their vision deeper than that of other men, they have 
nothing to fear, even from the humblest subject; is it 
not so, they have nothing to hope, but an ephemeral 
favour, even from the highest. 

The poet, we cannot but think, can never have far to 
seek for a subject; the elements of his art are in him 
and around him on every hand ; for him the ideal world 
is not remote from the actual, but under it and within 
it; nay, he is a poet precisely because he can discern it 
there. Wherever there is a sky above him, and a 
world around him, the poet is in his place, for here 
too is man's existence with its infinite longings and small 
acquirings, its ever-thwarted, ever-renewed endeavours, its 
unspeakable aspirations, its fears and hopes that wander 
through eternity, and all the mystery of brightness and 
of gloom that it was ever made of, in any age or climate, 
since man first began to live. Is there not the fifth act 
of a tragedy in every death-bed, though it were a peasant's 
and a bed of heath P And are wooings and weddings 
obsolete that there can be comedy no longer P Or are 
men suddenly grown wise that Laughter must no longer 
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shake hiB sidoB, but be cheated of tiis farce? Han's 
and nature is aa it was. and as it will ever be Bnl 
pnct niupil have an eye to read these thin^ and a 1 
tn undenitand them, or they come and pass away b 
him in vain. He is a ratei, a seer; a gift of rUioE 
been firen him. Has life no meaniu|;s for him « 
another cannot pqually decipher? then he is no poet, 
Delphi itself will not make him one. 

In this iTBpert Hums, though not perhaps afasol 
a (Treat poet, better manifestjs his capability, better p 
the troth of his (;eniuB, than if he had by bis own str* 
kept the whole Minerva Press poinp to the end 
literaiT,- course. He shows himself at leaat a po 
Nature's own making;, and Nature, after all, is etil 
prand apent in raaklnir poets. We often hear of 
and the other external condition beinp ri^uisite fo 
existence of a poet. Sometimes it is a certain sc 
training: he must have studied cert^n things — ati 
for instance, " the elder dramBtints," and so learned a ] 
language, as if poetry lay in thi- tongue, not in the 1 
At other times we are told he must be bred in a c 
rank, and must be on a confidential footing ^tl 
higher classes, because, above all other things, he 
see the world. As to seeing the world, we appn 
this will cause hioi little difficulty if he have bl 
eye to see it with. Without eyes, indeed, the task i 
be hard. But happily every poet is bom in the 
and sees it, with or against bis will, every day and 
hour he lives. The mysterious workmanship of 
heart, the tme light and the inscrutable darkne 
man's destiny, reveal themselves not only in capital 
and crowded saloons, but in even' hut and hamlet ' 
men have their abode. Nay, do not the elements 
human virtues and all human vices, the passions at 
. of a Borgia and of a Luther, lie written, in strong 
kfeinter lines, in the consciousnefis of every indi^ 
Iboeom that has practised honest self-examinationP 
I the same world may be seen in Mossgiel and Tarb 
I if we look well, as clearly as it ever came to lig 
t Crockford's, or the Tuileries itself. 
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But sometimeB still harder requisitions are laid on the 
poor aspirant to poetry, for it is hinted that he should 
have been bom two centuries ago, inasmuch as poetry 
soon after that date vanished from the earth and became 
no longer attainable by men ! Such cobweb speculations 
have, now and then, overhung the field of literature, but 
they obstruct not the growth of any plant there; the 
Shakespeare or the Bums unconsciously, and merely 
as he walks onward, silently brushes them away. Is not 
every genius an impossibility till he appear? Why do 
we call him new and original if we saw where his marble 
was lying, and what fabric he could rear from itP It is 
not the material but the workman that is wanting. It 
is not the dark place that hinders, but the dim eye. A 
Scottish peasant's life was the meanest and rudest of all 
lives till Bums became a poet in it and a poet of it, found 
it a man's life, and therefore significant to men. A 
thousand battlefields remain unsung, but the Wounded 
Hare has not perished without its memorial, a balm of 
mercy yet breathes on us from it& diunb agonies because 
a poet was there. Our Halloween has passed and repassed 
in rude awe and laughter since the era of the Druids, but 
no Theocritus, till Bums, discerned in it the materials 
of a Scottish idyl ; neither was the Holy Fair any Council 
of Trent or Roman Jubilee ; but, nevertheless, Superstition 
and Hypocrisy, and Fun having been propitious to him, 
in this man's hand it became a poem, instinct with 
satire and genuine comic life. Let but the true poet 
be given us, we repeat it, place him where and how you 
will, and true poetry will not be wanting. 

Independently of the essential gift of poetic feeling, 
as we have now attempted to describe it, a certain rugged 
sterling worth pervades whatever Bums has written, a 
virtue, as of green fields and mountain breezes, dwells 
in his poetry; it is redolent of natural life and hardy, 
natural men. There is a decisive strength in him, and 
yet a sweet native gracefulness; he is tender, and he is 
vehement, yet without constraint or too visible efFort; 
he melts the heart, or inflames it, with a power which 
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•Mina hftbitoal and funitisr to bim. We lee in 
Uie ftcntlenpsK. tho Irrmhlitig pity of a woman, witl 
<)p^p earn ■■fitness, the fintv, and pftasionat^ ardour 
hrro. Tears lie in him, and consuming fire, as ligh 
lurks in Uk- drops of the Mumnipr cloqd. He I 
resonance in his bosam for every note of human feel 
the hiffh and Inw, the xad, the ludicrnntt, the joyfu 
welcome in their turns to his " iiphtly-moved anr 
ponreivinjr spirit" And observe with what a promp 
eager forcp he prasps his snhjer.t, be it what it 
Uow he fixes, as it were, the full ima^e of the n 
in his eye, full ivnd clear in every lineament, and C! 
the real type and essence of it amid a thousand acci 
and superficial circumstances, no onp of which mi 
I him I Is it of reason, some truth tn be discovered? 
BophiBtr\', no vain surface-logic detains him: ( 
resolute, unerring, he pierces through into the marr 
the qucFition and speaks his verdict with an e«a] 
that cannot Iw forgotten. Is it of description, some ■ 
object to be represented? No poet of any age or nat 
more graphic than Pums — the characteristjc feature 
close themselves to him at a glance: three lines 
his hand and wo have a likeness. And in that i 
dialect, in that nide, often awkward metre, so cl«a 
definite a likeness! It seems a draughtsman wo 
with a burnt stick, and yet the burin of a Retxsch i 
more expressive or esact. 

This clearness of sight we may call the foundation 
talent, for in fact, unless we see our object, how sht 
know how to place or prize it in our understanding 
imagination, our affections? Yet it is not in 
perhaps, a very high excellence, but capable of 
united indifferently with the strongest or with ord 
powers. Homer surpasses all men in this quality, 
strangely enough, at no great distance below hin 
Richardson and Tlefoe. It belongs, in truth, to wl 
called a lively mind, and gives no sure indication o 
higher endowments that may e.tist along with it. 
all the three cases we have mentioned it is combined 
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great garrulity, their descriptions are detailed, ample, 
and loTingly exact; Homer's fire bursts through, from 
time to time, as if by accident ; but Defoe and Richardson 
have no fire. Bums, again, is not more distinguished by 
the clearness than by the impetuous force of his concep- 
tions. Of the strength, the piercing emphasis with which 
he thought, his emphasis of expression may give a humble 
but the readiest proof. Who ever uttered sharper sayings 
than his: words more memorable now by their burning 
vehemence, now by their cool vigour and laconic pithP 
A single phrase depicts a whole subject, a whole scene. 
Our Scottish forefathers in the battlefield struggled for- 
ward, he sayB, "red-wat shod," giving in this one word 
a full vision of horror and carnage, perhaps too frightfully 
accurate for art! 

In fact, one of the leading features in the mind of 
Bums is this vigour of his strictly intellectual perceptions. 
A resolute force is ever visible in his judgments, as in his 
feelings and volitions. Professor Stewart says of him, with 
some surprise — "All the faculties of Bums's mind were, 
as far as I could judge, equally vigorous, and his predilec- 
tion for poetry was rather the result of his own enthusiastic 
and impassioned temper than of a genius exclusively 
adapted to that species of composition. ]from his con- 
versation I should have pronounced him to be fitted to 
excel in whatever walk of ambition he had chosen to 
exert his abilities." But this, if we mistake not, .is at 
all times the very essence of a truly poetical endowment. 
Poetry, except in such cases as that of Keats, where the 
whole consists in extreme sensibility and a certain vague 
pervading tunefulness of nature, is no separate faculty, 
no organ which can be superadded to the rest or disjoined 
from them, but rather the result of their general harmony 
and completion. The feelings, the ^ts, that exist in 
the poet are those that exist, with more or less develop- 
ment, in every human soul — the imagination which 
shudders at the Hell of Dante is the same faculty, weaker 
in degree, which called that picture into being. How 
does the poet speak to all men, with power, but by being 
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still more a man than theyP Shakespeare, it htm 
well observed, in the planning and completing f 
tragedies, has shown an understanding, were it xu 
more, which might have governed states or indif 
** Novum Organum." What Bums's force of undes 
ing may have been we have less means of judgis 
it dwelt among the humblest objects, never saw philo 
and never rose, except for short intervals, into the 
of great ideas. Nevertheless, sufl&cient indication n 
for us in his works: we discern the brawny movi 
of a gigantic though untutored strength, and can ' 
stand how, in conversation, his quick, sure i 
into men and things may, as much as aught else 
him, have amazed the best thinkers of his tixn 
country. 

But, unless we mistake, the intellectual gift of 
is fine as well as strong. The more delicate re 
of things could not well have escaped his eye, f€ 
were intimately present to his heart. The logic 
senate and the forum is indispensable, but not all-sufl 
nay, perhaps the highest truth is that which w 
most certainly elude it. For this logic works by 
and ** the highest," it has been said, " cannot be ex 
in words." We are not without tokens of an oj 
for this higher truth, also of a keen though uncul 
sense for it, having existed in Burns. Mr. Ste^ 
will be remembered, ** wonders," in the passage 
quoted, that Bums had formed some distinct con 
of the ** doctrine of association." We rather thii 
far subtler things than the doctrine of associate 
from of old been familiar to him. Here, for instf 

"We know nothing," writes he, "or next to n 
of the structure of our souls, so we cannot acco" 
those seeming caprices in them, that one should be j 
larly pleased with this thing, or struck with that, 
on minds of a different cast, makes no extrao: 
impression. I have some favourite flowers in 
among which are the mountain daisy, the hare-b 
fox-glove, the wild-brier rose, the budding hire 
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the hoary hawthorn, that I view and han^ over with 
pflurticular delight. I never hear the loud solitary whistle 
of the curlew in a summer noon, or the wild mixing 
cadence of a troop of gray plover in an autumnal morning, 
without feeling an elevation of soul like the enthusiasm 
of devotion or poetry. Tell me, my dear friend, to what 
can this be owing? Are we a piece of machinery, which, 
like the ^olian harp, passive, takes the impression of the 
passing accident, or do these workings argue something 
within us above the trodden clod? I own myself partiiJ 
to such proofs of those awful and important realities — a 
Ood that made all things, man's immaterial and immortal 
nature, and a world of weal or woe beyond death and the 
grave.'* 

Force and fineness of understanding are often spoken 
of as something different from general force and fineness 
of nature, as something partly independent of them. The 
necessities of language probably require this, but in truth 
these qualities are not distinct and independent; except 
in special cases and from special causes they ever go 
together. A man of strong understanding is generally 
a man of strong character, neither is delicacy in the one 
kind often divided from delicacy in the other. No one, 
at all events, is ignorant that in the poetry of Bums 
keenness of insight keeps pace with keenness of feeling, 
that his light is not more pervading than his warmth. He 
is a man of the most impassioned temper, with passions 
not strong only but noble, and of the sort in which great 
virtues and great poems take their rise. It is reverence, 
it is love towards all Nature that inspires him, that opens 
his eyes to its beauty and makes heart and voice eloquent 
in its praise. There is a true old saying, that ''love 
furthers knowledge,'' but, above all, it is the living essence 
of that knowledge which makes poets, the first principle 
of its existence, increase, activity. Of Bums's fervid 
affection, his generous, all-embracing love, we have spoken 
already, as of the grand distinction of his nature seen equally 
in woid and deed, in his life and in his writings. It were 
easy to multiply examples. Not man only, but all that 
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•BTirm* maa in tlu mBtma] and moml aDirerae, ia ) 
ID hi* ugrht: "ib« hoary hswthnrn," the "troop cd 
plovrr," the " iolitarT rorletr " are all dear to hio 
tin ia thia ««rth alone <nth him, and to all he ii 
a« in mTfteriou* brotherhood. How touching la ; 
intUaop, that amid the ploom of personal mi^ety, bn 
OTvr th» viDtTT desolation without him and within 
hm thinka of the " oarie cattle " and '" silly sheep, 
Htnr raffmngs in the pitiless storm ! 



I tkongkt me on th« oarie cattle, 
Or nllj tttMip. irliA bid? this bnttle 

O* wintry war; 
Or thro' til* drift, dee[>-Uiriiig, ■ptmttli 

Beonth a scaur 



Tlat i 



I. wee helpless thing, 
1 the niDiTj month o' spring 
ma t« hemi thee aing. 
What comei o" theaf 
Vh«n wflt thon cow'r thj ohittarins 
And cloM tbj ^af 



tie. ^1 



The tenant of the mean hut, with its "r^q;ed m 
chinkr wall," has a heart to pity even these 1 1 
worth si'vera] hoitiilies on mercy, for it ia the vi 
Mercy herself. Bums, indeed, lives in sympathy; I 
rushes forth into all realms of being; nothing tb 
existence can be indifferent to him. The 
cannot hate with right orthodoxy ! 



But fare yon weel, aold Ntckie-ben ; 
wad je tak' a thought and men'! 
Te aiblina might — I dinna ken — 

Still hae a stake; 
rm wae to think upo' yon den, 

Even for yonr uket 



rer^ 



He did not know, probably, that Sterne had been 
hand with him. '"He ia the father of curses an 
said Dr. Slop, 'and is cursed and damned already 
am sorry for it,' quoth my uncle Toby ! " "A poet i 
love were a physical and metaphysical impossibiU 
Why should we speak of Scots \eha Kae vri' WtUla 
since all know it, from the king to the neanMt 
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subjects? This dithyrambic was composed on horseback, 
in riding in the middle of tempests over the wildest 
Galloway moor in company with a Mr. Syme, who, 
observing the poet's looks, forebore to speak, judiciously 
enough, for a man composing Bruce^s Address might be 
unsafe to trifle with. Doubtless this stem hymn was 
singing itself, as he formed it, through the soul of Bums, 
but to the external ear it should be sung with the throat 
of the whirlwind. So long as there is warm blood in the 
heart of Scotchman or man, it will move in flerce thrills 
under this war ode, the best, we believe, that was ever 
written by any pen. 

Another wild stormful song that dwells in our ear and 
mind with a strange tenacity is Macphers^m's Farewell. 
Perhaps there is something in the tradition itself that 
co-operates. For was not this grim Celt, this shaggy 
Northland Cacus, that ''lived a life of sturt and strife, 
and died by treacherie'' — ^was not he, too, one of the 
Nimrods and Napoleons of the earth, in the arena of his 
own remote misty glens for want of a clearer and wider 
one? Nay, was there not a touch of crrace given himP 
A fibre of love and softness, poetry itself must have lived 
in his savage heart, for he composed that air the night 
before his execution; on the wings of that poor melody 
his better soul wotdd soar away above oblivion, pain, and 
all the ignominy and despair which, like an avalanche, was 
hurling him to the abyss ! Here also, as at Thebes, and in 
Felops' line, was material fate matched against man's 
freewill — matched in bitterest though obscure duel, and 
the ethereal soul sunk not, even in its blindness, without 
a cry which has survived it. But who except Bums 
could have given words to such a soul-^-words that we 
never listen to without a strange, half-barbarouS| half- 
poetic fellow-feeling? 

Sae rantingly, sae wantonly, 

Sae danntingly gaed he ; 
He plaj^d a ipring, and danced it round, 

Below the gallows tree. 

Under a lighter and thinner disguise the same principle 
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u which we liave rerogniwd as the great character 

BaniB and of all true poets occasionaUy maoi! 

'If iu ihe shape of humour. Everywherf, indeed 

tnuiiy ino<Kli> a full, buoyant Sood of mirth ' 

llhrough tho mind of Bums ; he rises to Uie high 

Ivtoojitt to the low, and is brother and playmate to 

PlfatuiT. Wv spi-ak not of hia bold and often irreBis 

faculty of caricature, for this is drollerj- rather 

humour: but a much tenderer sportfulness dwells in 

and comes forth, htre and there, in evanescent and bei 

fu) touches, as in his Addreia to a Mouse, or the Fan 

Mare, or in his Elegy on Poor Maillie, which last ma 

reckoned his happiest effort of this kind. In ihese p 

there are traits of a humour as fine as that of Sti 

yel altogetht-r different, original, peculiar — the hui 

of Bums. 

Of the tenderness, the plaj'ful pathos, and many i 
kindred tjualities of Burns's poetry, much more n; 
be said, but now, with these poor outlines of a sk 
we must prepare to quit this part of our subject. To a 
of his individual writings adequately and with any d 
would lead us far beyond nur limits. As already hi 
we can look on but few of these pieces as, in strict cri 
langn^e. deserving the name of poems; they are rhj 
eloquence, rhymed pathos, rhymed sense, yet seldom e 
tially melodious, rerial, poetical. 'lam o' Shanter i 
which enjoys so high a favour, does not appear to us f 
decisively to come under this last category. It is n< 
much a poem as a piece of sparkling rhetoric; the 1 
I And body of the story still lies hard and dead, Hs 
I Hot gone back, much less carried us back, into that « 
earnest, wondering age, when the tradition was belii 
and when it took its rise ; he does not attempt by any 
modelling of his supematujal ware to strike anew 
deep mysterious chord of human nature, which 
responded to such things, and which lives in us too, 
will forever live, though silent or vibrating with far ( 
notes and to far different isaues. Our German rei 
I wiU understand us when we say that be is not the 1 
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but the Musaus of this tale. Externally it is all green 
and living ; yet look closer : it is no firm growth, but only 
ivy on a rock. The piece does not properly cohere, the 
strange chasm which yawns in our incredulous imagina- 
tions between the Ayr public-house and the gate of Tophet 
is nowhere bridged over; nay, the idea of such a bridge 
is laughed at, and thus the tragedy of the adventure 
becomes a mere drunken phantasmagoria, painted on ale- 
vapoiirs, and the farce alone has any reality. We do 
not say that Burns should have made much more of this 
tradition ; we rather think that, for strictly poetical pur- 
poses, not much was to be made of it. Neither are we 
blind to the deep, varied, genial power displayed in what 
he has actually accomplished, but we find far more " Shake- 
spearean " qualities, as these of Tarn o' Shanter have been 
fondly named, in many of his other pieces ; nay, we incline 
to believe that this latter might have been written, all 
but quite as well, by a man who, in place of genius, 
had only possessed talent. 

Perhaps we may venture to say that the most strictly 
poetical of all his ^* poems "* is one which does not appear 
in Currie's edition, but has been often printed before and 
since under the humble title of The Jolly Beggars. The 
subject truly is among the lowest in nature, but it only the 
more shows our poet's gift in raising it into the domain of 
art. To our minds this piece seems thoroughly compacted ; 
melted together, refined, and poured forth in one flood of 
true liquid harmony. It is light, airy, and soft of move- 
ment, yet sharp and precise in its details ; every face is a 
portrait ; that raucle carlin, that wee Apollo, that Son of 
Mars are Scottish, yet ideal ; the scene is at once a dream, 
and the very Bag-castle of " Poosie-Nansie." Further, it 
seems in a considerable degree complete, a real self-support- 
ing whole, which is the highest merit in a poem. The 
blanket of the night is drawn asunder for a moment; in 
full, ruddy, and flaming light these rough tatterdemalions 
are seen in their boisterous revel, for the strong pulse of life 
vindicates its right to gladness even here; and when the 
curtain closes we prolong the action without effort; the 
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■text d»y, H llu> lut, oar Ckird and oar Balladn 
napnif mad •oMirritifc ; their " farato and calTffl 
hkvkiit^, brp^ni;, ■.■hrsUnj; : anil itom<> other night, in 
eombiBatioiis. thrr «nll wring from fftt« an Knur of wi 
•ad good cheer. It wouM Ik> strange, doubUt^ss, to 
this the lM>at of Bartu's writio^ ; w& me«n to say <mly 
it M«m* to DA the most perfect of ita kind as a piei 
poDtical compmitioQ, strictly ao called. In the Beg 
Op«n, in the thggart' ButH, as other crities have all 
maarkvd, thcrr* \a oothin? which, in n>al pootio vi| 
fqtials this nuitata: nothing, as ice think, which c 
within many d^grtva of it. 

Bat by far the most finished, complete, and truly ins 
pieces of Bums are, without dispute, to be found amon 
■onga. It ia here that, although through a emal] apei 
hia light shines with the least obstruction, in ita hij 
beauty and pure sunny clearness. The reason ma 
that song is a brief and simple species of composition, 
Rqaim nothing so much for it« perfection as get 
poetic feeling, genuine music of heart The song lu 
ruU-B equally with tht> tragedy — rules which, in most < 
are poorly fulfilled ; in many cases are not bo much aa 
We might write a long essay on the songs of Bums, n 
■we reckon by far the best that Britain has yet proda 
for, indeed, since the era of Queen Elizabeth, we knov 
that, by any other hand, aught truly worth attentioE 
been accomplished in this department. True, we have « 
enough " by persona of quality " ; we have tawdry, ho 
wine-bred madrigals; many a rhymed "speech" in 
flowing and watery vein of Ossorius, the Portugal bii 
rich in sonorous words, and, for moral, dashed perhaps 
Bome tint of a sentimental sensuality, all which many 
aons cease not from endeavouring to sing, though for 
part, we fear, the music is but from the throat outwari 
at beet from some region far enough short of the soul 
in which, but in a certain Inane limbo oi the fancy, or 
in some vaporous debatable land on the outside of 
nervous system, most of such madrigals and rhy 
BpeecheB seem to have originated. With the songs of B 
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we must not name these things. Independently of the 
clear, manly, heartfelt sentiment that ever pervades his 
poetry, his songs are honest in another point of view — in 
form as well as in spirit. They do not affect to be set to 
music, but they actually and in themselves are music ; they 
have received their life and fashioned themselves together 
in the medium of harmony, as Yenus rose from the bosom 
of the sea. The story, the feeling, is not detailed but 
suggested ; not said or spouted in rhetorical completeness 
and coherence, but sung in fitful gushes, in glowing hints, 
in fantastic breaks, in warblings, not of the voice only, but 
of the whole mind. We consider this to be the essence of a 
song, and that no songs since the little careless catches, 
and, as it were, drops of song, which Shakespeare has here 
and there sprinkled over his plays, fulfil this condition in 
nearly the same degree as most of Bums's do. Such grace 
and truth of external movement, too, presupposes in general 
a corresponding force and truth of sentiment and inward 
meaning. The songs of Bums are not more perfect in the 
former quality than in the latter. With what tenderness 
he sings, yet with what vehemence and entireness ! There 
is a piercing wail in his sorrow, the purest rapture in his 
joy; he bums with the sternest ire, or laughs with the 
loudest or slyest mirth; and yet he is sweet and soft — 
*' sweet as the smile when fond lovers meet, and soft as their 
parting tear." If we further take into accoimt the 
immense variety of his subjects — ^how, from the loud, 
fiowing revel in Willie brew' d a Peck o' Mavt to the still, 
rapt enthusiasm of sadness for Mary in Heaven; from the 
glad, kind greeting of Avid Lang Syne, or the comic 
archness of Duncan Gray^ to the fire-eyed fury of Scots wha 
hoe wi* Wallace hled^ he has found a tone and words for 
every mood of man's heart — ^it will seem a small praise if we 
rank him as the first of all our song- writers ; for we know 
not where to find one worthy of being second to him. 

It is on his songs, as we believe, that Bums's chief influ- 
ence as an author will idtimately hb found to depend ; nor, 
if our Fletcher's aphorism is true; shall we accoimt this a 
small influence. '' Let me makce the songs of a people/' 
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said he, "and you shall make its laws." Surely, if ever 
any poet might have equalled himself with legislators on 
this ground, it wa£ Bums. His songs are already part of 
the mother tongue, not of Scotland only, but of Britain, and 
of the millions that in all the ends of the earth speak a 
British language. In hut and hall, as the heart unfolds 
itself in the joy and woe of existence, the name, the voice 
of that joy and that woe, is the name and voice which Bums 
has given them. Strictly speaking, perhaps no British 
man has so deeply affected the thoughts and feelings of so 
many men as this solitar}* and altogether private individual 
with means apparently the humblest. 

In another point of view, moreover, we incline to think 
that Bums's influence mav have been considerable — we 
mean as exerted specially on the literature of his country, 
at least on the literature of Scotland. Among the great 
changes which British, particularly Scottish, literature has 
undergone since that period, one of the greatest will be 
found to consist in its remarkable increase of nationality. 
Even the English writers most popular in Bums's time 
were little distinguished for their literarv* patriotism in this 
its best sense. A certain attenuated cosmopolitanism had, 
in good measure, taken place of the old insular home- 
feeling; literature was, as it were, without any local 
environment, was not nourished by the affections which 
spring from a native soil. Our Grays and Glovers seemed 
to write almost as if in vacuo; the thing written bears no 
mark of place ; it is not written so much for Englishmen 
as for men — or, rather, which is the inevitable result of this, 
for certain generalisations which philosophy termed men. 
Goldsmith is an exception ; not so Johnson ; the scene of 
his liambler is little more English than that of his Rassdas. 
But if such was, in some degree, the case with England, it 
was, in the highest degree, the case with Scotland. In 
fact, our Scottish literature had, at that period, a very 
singular aspect, unexampled, so far as we know, except, 
perhaps, at Geneva, where the same state of matters appears 
still to continue. For a longr period aftef Scotland became 
British, we had no literature; at the date when Addison 
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and Steel were writing their Spectatorsy our good Thomas 
Boston was writing, with the noblest intent, but alike in 
defiance of grammar and philosophy, his Fourfold StcUe 
of Man. Then came the schisms in our National Church, 
and the fiercer schisms in our body politic ; theologic ink 
and Jacobite blood, with gall enough in both cases, seemed 
to have blotted out the intellect of the country ; however, 
it was only obsciired, not obliterated. Lord Kames made 
nearly the first attempt, and a tolerably clumsy one, at 
writing English; and ere long Hume, Robertson, Smith, 
and a whole host of followers attracted hither the eyes of all 
Europe. And yet, in this brilliant resuscitation of our 
" fervid genius," there was nothing truly Scottish, nothing 
indigenous, except, perhaps, the natural impetuosity of 
intellect which we sometimes claim, and are sometimes 
upbraided with, as a characteristic of our nation. It is 
curious to remark that Scotland, so full of writers, had no 
Scottish culture, nor indeed any English ; our culture was 
almost exclusively French. It was by studying Racine 
and Voltaire, Batteux and Boileau, that Kames had trained 
himself to be a critic and philosopher ; it was the light of 
Montesquieu and Mably that guided Robertson in his 
political speculations; Quesnay's lamp that kindled the 
lamp of Adam Smith. Hume was too rich a man to 
borrow; and perhaps he reacted on the French more than 
he was acted on by them, but neither had he aught to do 
with Scotland; Edinburgh, equally with La Fl^che, was 
but the lodging and laboratory, in which he not so much 
morally lived as metaphysically investigated. Never, per- 
haps, was there a class of writers so clear and well ordered, 
yet so totally destitute, to all appearance, of any patriotic 
affection — nay, of any human affection whatever. The 
French wits of the period were as unpatriotic, but their 
general deficiency in moral principle, not to say their 
avowed sensuality and unbelief in all virtue, strictly so 
called, render this accountable enough. We hope there 
is a patriotism founded on something better than prejudice ; 
that our country may be dear to us, without injiuy to our 
philosophy; that in loving and justly prizing all other 
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lands, we nxH}* print* juBtlj, and yvt love beforr all of 
our own stem mothprlaod, aud the Tenerable Btructru 
anrial and maral life which mind has through long 
bcpo huildinp up for ua there. Surely there is oouriBhi 
lor the hetter purl of man's heart in all this; surelj 
ittt that have fixed themselires in the very core of n 
n^ may be so cultivated ae to grow ap not into In 
Vut into ro*eft, in the field of his life. Our Scottish i 
have no such propensities ; the field of their life s 
neither briers nor roses, hut only a ilat. continuous tk 
ing-floor for logic, whereon all questions, from the Doe 
of Heat to the Natural History of Iteligion, are thn 
and sifti-d with the same meehanieal impartiality! 

With Sir Walter Scott al, the head of our literatu: 
rannot be denied that much of this evil is past, or r^ 
]uii»iug away ; our chief literary' men, whatever other f 
thiy may have, no longer live among us like a Fi 
colony, or some knot of propaganda missionarips, but 
natural-born Kubjt^cts of the soil, partaking and sympt 
ing in all our attachments, humours, and habits. 
literature no longer groum in water, but in mould, and 
the true, racy virtues ot Ihe soil and climate. How i 
of this change may be due to Burns, or to any other 
\'idual, it might be difficult to estimate. Direct lit 
imitation of Bums was not to be looked tor. fiu 
example, in the fearless adojitJon of domestic subjects, i 
not but operate from afar, and certainly in no heart di 
love of country ever burn with a warmer glow than in 
of Bums; "a tide of i^rottish prejudice,' as he moc 
calls this deep and generous fueling, " had been p( 
along his veins, and he felt that it would boil there ti] 
flood-gates shut in eternal rest." It seemed to him 
he could do so little for his country, and yet would sog 
have dune all. One small province stood open for h 
that ot Scottish song — and how eagerly he entered i 
how devotedly he laboured there I In his most toil 
journeyings this object never quits him— it is the 
happy valley of hia careworn heart. In the gloom o 
own affliction he eagerly searches after some lone] 



THOMAS CABLTLE. 285 

of the muse, and rejoices to snatch one other name from the 
oBliTion that was covering it. These were early feelings, 
and they abode with him to the end. 

. . . A wish (I mind its power), 
A wish, that to my latest hour 

Will strongly heave my hreast; 
That I, for poor auld Scotland's sake, 
Some useful plan or hook could make, 

Or sing a sang at least. 
The rough hur thistle spreading wide 

Amang the hoarded hear, 
I tum'd my weeding-clips aside. 

And spared the symbol dear. 

But to leave the mere literary character of Bums, which 
has already detained us too long, we cannot but think that 
the life he willed, and was fated to lead among his fellow- 
men, is both more interesting and instructive than any of 
his written works. These poems are but little rhymed 
fragments scattered here and there in the grand unrhymed 
romance of his earthly existence, and it is only when inter- 
calated in this at their proper places that they attain their 
full measure of significance. And this, too, alas, was but 
a fragment! The plan of a mighty edifice had been 
sketched ; some columns, porticos, firm masses of building 
stand completed, the rest more or less clearly indicated, 
with many a far-stretching tendency, which only studious 
and friendly eyes can now trace towards the purposed ter- 
mination. For the work is broken off in the middle, almost 
in the beginning, and rises among us, beautiful and sad, 
at once imfinished and a ruin ! If charitable judgment 
was necessary in estimating his poems, and justice required 
that the aim and the manifest power to fulfil it must often 
be accepted for the fulfilment, much more is this the case 
in regard to his life, the sum and result of all his 
endeavours, where his di£Sculties came upon him not in 
detail only, but in mass; and so much has been left 
unaccomplished, nay, was mistaken, and altogether 
marred. 

Properly speaking, there is but one era in the life of 
BtumSy and that the earliest. We have not youth and 



mmmhrntif but obIt Tuvdi: for to tke csd wv diseen bo 
decishre ehmm$^ in the compIexifiB of kis cliarartcr : m liis 
thirtr-^eTenth Tear lie is still, b§ it were. in. Tovtk. With 
all that n'^oInteneM of jndgmeiit, that penetrating insight 
and <>ininilar matnritr of inteQectnal power exhibited in 
his writings, he nerer attains to anj cleamesB regarding 
himself : to the last he never ascertains his pecoliar aim, 
eren with such distinctness as is common among ordinary 
men, and therefore nerer can pnrsne it with that singleness 
of will which ensures snccess and some contentnient to 
snch men. To the last he warers between two purposes : 
glorying in his talent, like a tme poet, he yet cannot 
consent to make this his chief and sole ^ory, and to follow 
it as the one thing needful, through poTerty or riches, 
through good or evil report. Another tmr meaner ambi- 
tion still cleaves to him: he must dream and struggle 
about a certain *'rock of independence," which, natural 
and even admirable as it might be, was still but a warring 
with the world on the comparatively insignificant ground 
of his being more or less completely supplied with money 
than others, of his standing at a higher or at a lower alti- 
tude in general estimation than others. For the world still 
appears to him, as to the young, in borrowed colours; 
he expects from it what it cannot give to any man ; seeks 
for contentment, not within himself, in action and wise 
effort, but from without, in the kindness of circumstances, 
in love, friendship, honour, pecuniary ease. He would 
be happy, not actively and in himself, but passively, and 
from some ideal cornucopia of enjoyments not earned by 
his own labour, but showered on him by the beneficence of 
destiny. Thus, like a young man, he cannot steady him- 
self for any fixed or systematic pursuit, but swerves to and 
fro between passionate hope and remorseless disappoint- 
ment: rushing onward with a deep, tempestuous force, 
he surmounts or breaks asunder many a barrier — travels, 
nay, advances far, but advancing only under uncertain 
guidance, is ever and anon turned from his path, and to 
the last cannot reach the only true happiness of a man, 
that of clear, decided activity in the sphere for which 
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by nature and circumstances lie has been fitted and 
appointed. 

We do not say these things in dispraise of Bums ; nay, 
perhaps, they but interest us the more in his favour. This 
blessing is not given soonest to the best, but rather it is 
often the greatest minds that are latest in obtaining it; 
for where most is to be developed, most time may be 
required to develop it. A complex condition had been 
assigned him from without — as complex a condition from 
within; "no pre-established harmony" existed between 
the clay soil of Mossgiel and the empyrean soul of Robert 
Bums; it was not wonderful, therefore, that the adjust- 
ment between them should have been long postponed, and 
his arm long cumbered, and his sight confused in 
BO vast and discordant an economy as he has been 
appointed steward over. Byron was, at his death, but a 
year younger than Burns, and through life, as it might 
have appeared, far more simply situated, yet in him, too, 
we can trace no such adjustment, no such moral manhood, 
but at best, and only a little before his end, the beginning 
of what seemed such. 

By much the most striking incident in Bums's life is 
his journey to Edinburgh, but perhaps a still more impor- 
tant one is his residence at Irvine so early as in his twenty- 
third year. Hitherto his life had been poor and toil-worn, 
but otherwise not ungenial and, with all its distresses, by 
no means unhappy. In his parentacre, deducting outward 
circumstances, he had every reason to reckon himself 
fortunate. His father was a man of thoughtful, intense, 
earnest character, as the best of our peasants are — ^valuing 
knowledge, possessing some, and, what is far better and 
rarer, open-minded for more — a man with a keen insight 
and devout heart, reverent toward God, friendly therefore 
at once, and fearless toward all that God has made — in 
one word, though but a hard-handed peasant, a complete 
and fully unfolded man. Such a father is seldom found 
in any rank in society, and was worth descending far 
in society to seek. XJnfortimately, he was very poor; 
had he even been a little richer, almost ever so little. 
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thp wholfi mifcht hkre issaed far oth^rwisp. Miffhty c 
ium nn a straw; the rrossinf; of a bmoV decide 
conquMt nf the world. Had this William Burna'a 
wvpB acrrs of nursery ground anywise prOBpered 
bny Hobort had boen wnt t« whool— had straggled for 
I »o many weaker men do. to wime oniveraity— 
torth not ai a rustic wonder, but as a regular, well-tn 
I tnt^Uectual workman, and changed the whole coiu 
British litfralure, for it lay in him to hare done 
But the nursf ry did not prosper : poverty sank his 
family l»flow the help of even our cheap school bj 
Buras remained a hard-worked plonghboy, and B 
literatore took its own course. Nevertheless, even ii 
rugged scene, there is much to nourish him. 
dradges, it is with his brother, and for his fathei 
mother, whom he loves, and would fain shield from 
Wisdom is not banished from their poor hearth, nc 
baim of natural feelinp: the solemn words, "L 
worship God," are heard there from a " priest-like fatl 
if threatenings of unjust men throw mother and ch 
into tears, these are tears not of grief only, but of 1 
affection ; every heart in that humble group feels itse 
closer knit to every other: in their hard warfare 
are there together, a " little bond of brethren." Ni 
are such tears and the deep beauty that dwells in 
their only portion. Light visits the heart as it dot 
eyes of all living: there is a force, too, in this youth 
enables him to trample on misfortune— nay, to hi 
under his feet to make him sport. For a bold, i 
buoyant humour of character has been given him, a 
the thick-coming .shapes of evil are welcomed with t 
friendly irony, and in their closest pressure he bat 
jot of heart or hope. Vague yearnings of ambitioi 
not as he grows up; dreamy fancies hang like c 
I cities around him ; the curtain of existence is slowly i 
I in many-coloured splendour and gloom, and the ai 
I light of first love is gilding his horizon, and the i 
I of BDOg is on his path, and so he walks 

... Id glory tnd in joy, 
Bshind hii plow, upon the tnoontain aiiis 
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We know, from the best evidence, that up to this date 
Bums was happy — ^nay, that he was the gayest, brightest, 
most fantastic, fascinating being to be found in the world, 
more so even than he ever afterward appeared. But now, 
at this early age, he quits the paternal roof, goes forth 
into looser, louder, more exciting society, and becomes 
initiated in those dissipations, those vices, which a certain 
class of philosophers have asserted to be a natural pre- 
parative for entering on active life — a kind of mud-bath 
in which the youth is, as it were, necessitated to steep and, 
we suppose, cleanse himself before the real toga of man- 
hood can be laid on him. We shall not dispute much 
with this class of philosophers — we hope they are mistaken 
— for sin and remorse so easily beset us at all stages of 
life, and are always such indifferent company, that it 
seems hard we should, at any stage, be forced and fated 
not only to meet, but to yield to them, and even serve 
for a term in their leprous armada. We hope it is not 
so. Clear we are, at all events, it cannot be the training 
one receives in this service, but only our determining 
to desert from it, that fits us for true manly action. We 
become men not after we have been dissipated and dis- 
appointed in the chase of false pleasure, but after we 
have ascertained, in any way, what impassable barriers 
hem us in through this life; how mad it is to hope for 
contentment to our infinite soul from the gifts of this 
extremely finite world ! that a man must be sufficient 
for himself ; and that " for suffering and enduring there is 
no remedy but striving and doing." Manhood begins 
when we have in any way made truce with necessity — 
begins, at all events, when we have surrendered to neces^ 
sity, as the most part only do; but begins joyfully and 
hopefully only when we have reconciled ourselves to 
necessity, and thus, in reality, triumphed over it and felt 
that in necessity we are free. Surely such lessons as 
this last, which in one shape or other is the grand lesson 
for every mortal man, are better learned from the lips 
of a devout mother, in the looks and actions of a devout 
father, while the heart is yet soft and pliant, than in 
u 
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-oilisioa ^vitk 'he sharp adamant of &te, attract! 
-n -oipwreck 'la. when rhe heart ia grown hard, an. 
>» ^voiLBii xmre it will become contrite ! Had 
-cnrmuea o learn this, aa he waa already learning 
iL:» lataer - -ortace. lie ^roold have learned it folly, 
le oever iid. jnd bem saved many a laating aber 
many x 'fitter iioor md rear of remorseful sorrow. 
It ie^ma "jO 'la another eirmmstance of fatal im] 
Ivma ^ iidwrr. :has jx this time, too, he became in 

m 

3. he rpLi^ions inarreia <if his district, that he waa e 
uiii "ieasted as 'he dshtini; man of the new-li^t 
'3cod n 'htfir u;hly onprontable warhre. At the 
It 'ht>4e jpe-mindiHi olwrsr he learned much mor 

• 

«aa oeeiifni ior ium. Such liberal ridicule of &ni 
i.wakene*i .n his mind ^crmplea about religion itael 
X Ttia&e -it^rid jf >ioubta. which it required quite a 
*r 't "ourumw *han rhese men to exercise. We • 
«av -riAS ^Uk'ii jin nreilet^r as his coultl have escaped i 
ii'-ibr* xi •^^me ^e^HHi ox his history, or even t] 
■■.Mi.iL u 1 '.iXXK'r Ter.od. b.av*» i*omp through them altc 
— iTort'ii!* md iiiiiiirme*! : but it :3eems peculiarly 
~:!iari» -liar This nme. abovi* all others, should hav 
i:;c*!i :o»" 'he -^aonunrer. For uow, with principles a 
-r »r-/. -"xampie r^m without, bv * passions ragii 
ieTi'-oas * rr-'Qi w-.rhin. he haii little need of se 
m.:*^.'!':n;r9 to Thi-^^'^'er tr?'a*vn in the heat of the 
.-^r til 'ut .^if his r!?rn*at if he were already defeated 
lo*v< hi^ fee::nir ot innocence: his mind is at vi 
wi-h i'.^elf: the old divinity no longer presides 
hut villi desires and wild repentance alternately < 
him. Ere lonsr. too. he has committed himself 
th^ worM : his ch4iracter for sobriety, dear to a S 
peasant, a^ few rorruptetl worldlings can even coa 
is df'Strovffl in the eves of men, and Eis only 
ronf^iftts in trying to disbelieve his guiltiness, and 
a refuge of lies. The' blackest desperation now g 
over him, broken only by the red lightnings of ra 
TIk* whole fabric of his life is blasted asunder, £o 
not only his rhamcler, but his personal liberty, ii. 
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lost ; men and fortune are leagued for his hurt — " hungry 
ruin has him in the wind." He sees no escape but the 
saddest of all — exile from his loved country to a country 
in every sense inhospitable and abhorrent to him. While 
the ''gloomy night is gathering fast," in mental storm 
and solitude as well as in physical, he sings his wild 
farewell to Scotland — 

Farewell, my friends, farewell, my foes I 
My peace with these, my love with those; 
The bursting tears my heart declare; 
Adieu, my native banks of Ajt\ 

Light breaks suddenly in on him in floods, but still a 
false transitory light, and no real sunshine. He is invited 
to Edinburgh; hastens thither with anticipating heart; 
is welcomed as in triumph, and with universal blandish- 
ment and acclamation; whatever is wisest, whatever is 

-eatest or loveliest there, gathers round him, to gaze on 
his face, to show him honour, sympathy, affection. Bums's 
appearance among the sages and nobles of Edinburgh must 
be regarded as one of the most singular phenomena in 
modem literattire — almost like the appearance of some 
Napoleon among the crowned sovereigns of modem politics. 
For it is nowise as a " mockery king," set there by favour, 
transiently and for a purpose, that he will let himself 
be treated; still less is he a mad Rienzi, whose sudden 
elevation turns his too weak head; but he stands there 
on his own basis, cool, unastonished, holding his equal 
rank from Nature herself, putting forth no claim which 
there is not strength in him, as well as about him, to 
vindicate. Mr. Lockhart has some forcible observations 
on this point — 

''It needs no effort of imagination," says he, "to con- 
ceive what the sensations of an isolated set of scholars 
(almost all either clergjrmen or professors) must have 
been in the presence of this big-boned, black-browed, 
brawny stranger, with his great flashing eyes, who, having 
forced his way among them from the plouffh-tail, at a 
single stride, manifested in the whole strain of his bearing 
and conversation a most thorough conviction that in the 
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^ ii < J e< the uMl cwBoit mm of hU natioa be 
f titt*j to Wi b«rdly d<^gBe 
fatter iWm hj m^Mtimfi eves ui ooauioiul btid] 
fl( beiaf istt«n>d bgr tbnr sotin; br tonu c« 
ifred UbhU igaiart 4* aiort cultivated nnderat 
iafs of U« tOM IB iBffnttwft : OTvrpcnrered tb? 6on 
■< tW MMk uJ t Ualrf owTmaluts bv broad flood 
vitb all thr bnmiag Ui 
bttbilailly eoTploped in 
tbnw-pilcd IdUb of «>d«l mrrvp b^ compelling ' 
to tmnb)»— uv, U> tntablr visibly — brneath the te* 
toQcb of aatvtal patboa; asd all this withont indici 
tbr 9raaUe«t wiIliBgBe« to be ranked among tboM 
f««iooal mittistna of excitoneat, who are content 1 
paid in monej and smiles for doing what thp apect 
and auditors wonld be aJiamed of doing in their 
peraoBs, rm if they bad the power of doing tt ; and 
and probably wt>r«t of all, who was known to be ii 
habit cit cnlireniBg sorietiea which tbey would 
Homrd to approach, still morp freqarntly than their 
with eloqooace no less magnificent, with wit, in all 1 
hood, still more daring'— often eooagb as the supi 
whom he fronted without alarm might have gneq 
the beginning, and had, ere ton?, no occasioi 
with wit pointed at themselTes " (p. 131), 

The further we remove from this wene the mta 
will it seem to os; details of the exterior aspect rf"i 
already full of interest. Most readers recollect 
Walker's personal interviews with Burns as among thi 
passages of his Narrative. A time will come whe: 
reminiscence of Sir Walter Scott's, slight though 
will also be precious. 

"As for Bums," writes Sir Walter, "I may tml; 
Virffiiium vidt tanium. I was a lad of fifteen in 17 
when he first came to Edinburgli, but had sense 
feeling enough to be much interested in his poetry 
would have given the world to know him ; but I 
very little acquaintance with any literary 
gentry of the west eountr 
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that he most frequented. Mr. Thomas Grierson was at 
that time a clerk of my father's. He knew Bums, and 
promised to ask him to his lodgings to dinner, but had no 
opportunity to keep his word; otherwise I might have 
seen more of this distinguished man. As it was, I saw 
him one day at the late venerable Professor Ferguson's, 
where there were several gentlemen of literary reputation, 
among whom I remember the celebrated Mr. Dugald 
Stewart. Of course, we youngsters sat silent, looked and 
listened. The only thing I remember which was remark- 
able in Bums's manner was the effect produced upon him 
by a print of Bunbury's representing a soldier lying dead 
on the snow, his dog sitting in misery on one side, on the 
other his widow, with a child in her arms. These lines 
were written beneath — 

Cold on Canadian hills, or Minden's plain, 
Perhaps that mother wept her soldier slain; 
Bent o'er her babe, her eye dissolved in dew, 
The big drops mingling with the milk he drew 
Qave the sad presage of his future years, 
The child of misery baptized in tears. 

'^Bums seemed much affected by the print, or rather 
by the ideas which it suggested to his mind. He actually 
shed tears. He asked whose the lines were, and it chanced 
that nobody but myself remembered that they occur in a 
half-forgotten poem of Langhome's, called by the unpro- 
mising title of The Justice of Peace, I whispered my 
information to a friend present ; he mentioned it to Bums, 
who rewarded me with a look and a word, which, though 
of mere civility, I then received and still recollect with 
very great pleasure. 

'* His person was strong and robust, his manners rustic, 
not clownish — ^a sort of dignified plainness and simplicity 
which received part of its effect perhaps from one's know- 
ledge of his extraordinary talents. His features are 
represented in Mr. Nasmyth's picture ; but to me it con- 
veys the idea that they are diminished, as if seen in per- 
spective. I think his countenance was more massive than 
it looks in any of the portraits. I shoidd have taken the 
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-w^xma^tm. gxp rM B c d poiect aeIf-«»ridrTP wxtkovt the 
■ligfct^gt pRsv&pdoK. Awnag t&e mei. who w^ere bosI 
kanbcd of tkexr CiBe aad covntrr he eim e jiJ lii«ii*<»tf 
with perfect firsBcss^ hot withoA the tewt mtruBre 
lorwardmess: aad whem he dHawi in opimiai he did not 
hmtatte to express it firmlr, yet at the ame tisie with 
modestj. I do not resi^ber aar part of his c on i e r aa tion 
distiactlj enough to be quoted: nor did I erer see him 
sigaiji, except in the nreet, where he did not recognise me, 
as I could not expect he should. He was much caressed 
in Edinburgh, bat < considerin£r what literary emoluments 
hare been since his dajj the efiorts made for his relief were 
extremely trifling. 

" I remember, on this occasion I mention, I thought 
Bums's acquaintance with English poe^ was rather 
limited, and also that having twenty times the abilities 
of Allan Bamsay and of Fergusson, he talked of them 
with too much humility as his models; there was, doubt- 
less, national predilection in his estimate. 

'' This is all I can tell you about Bums. I haye only 
to add that his dress corresponded with his manner. He 
was like a farmer dressed in his best to dine with the 
laird. I do not speak in malam partem when I say I 
never saw a man in company with his superiors in station 
or information more perfectly free from either the reality 
or the affectation of embarrassment. I was told, but did 
not observe it, that his address to females was extremely 
deferential, and always with a turn either to the pathetic 
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or humorous, which engaged their attention particularly. 
I have heard the late Duchees of Gordon remark this. 
I do not know anything I can add to these recollections 
of forty ye€urs since " (pp. 112-116). 

The conduct of Bums under this dazzling blaze of 
favour, the calm, unaffected, manly manner in which he 
not only bore it but estimated its value, has justly been 
regarded as the best proof that could be given of his real 
vigour and integrity of mind. A little natural vanity, 
some touches of hypocritical modesty, some glimmerings 
of affectation, at least some fear of being thought affected, 
we coidd have pardoned in almost any man, but no such 
indication is to be traced here. In his unexampled 
situation the young peasant is not a moment perplexed; 
so many strange lights do not confuse him, do not lead 
him astray. Nevertheless, we cannot but perceive that 
this winter did him great and lasting injury. A some- 
what clearer knowledge of men's affairs, scarcely of their 
characters, it did afford him; but a sharper feeling of 
fortune's imequal arrangements in their social destiny is 
also left with him. He had seen the gay and gorgeous 
arena, in which the powerful are bom to play their parts — 
nay, had himself stood in the midst of it; and he felt 
more bitterly than ever that here he was but a looker-on, 
and had no part or lot in that splendid game. From this 
time a jealous, indignant fear of social degradation takes 
possession of him, and perverts, so far as aught coidd 
pervert, his private contentment and his feelings towards 
his richer fellows. It was clear enough to Bums that he 
had talent enough to make a fortune, or a hundred 
fortunes, coidd be but have rightly willed this; it 
was clear also that he willed something far different, 
and therefore coidd not make one. Unhappy it was that 
he had not power to choose the one and reject the other, 
but must hsdt forever between two opinions, two objects, 
making hampered advancement toward either. But so is 
it with many men; we ^'long for the merchandise, but 
would fain keep the price," and so stand chaffering with 
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■. Nay. poorer, for his 1 
1 still BUHv with the fever of mere wo 
: amd tbnogh long j«ars the disease will 
him with ■BptsSlabh ntSerings, and weaken his stre 
hrall pan tad noUer aims. 

Wbal Bnru was next to do or avoid : how a ma 
ciwrtannt was now to mide himself toward his 
advaatag* m^t at this point of time hare been a quei 
{or the wisnt; and it was a qoestion which he was 
alto^ther to answer for himself: of Uis learned or 
patrons it had not strark any individual to tura a tho 
on this so tririal matter. Without claiming for 11 
the pnise of perfect sagacity, we must say that his £] 
and t»na scheme does not seem to as a very unreaaos 
one, and that we should be at a toss, eren now, io sag 
one decidedly better. Some of his admirers, indeed, 
scandalised at his ever resolving to gauge, and would 1 
had him apparently lie still at the pool till the spiri 
patronage should stir the waters, and then heal with 
1 plunge all his worldly sorrows! We fear such counse! 
I knew but little of Kurns, and did not consider that ha 
t might in all cases be cheaply had by waiting for 
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fulfilment of golden dreams, were it not that in the interim 
the dreamer must die of hunger. It reflects credit on the 
manliness and sound sense of Bums that he felt so early 
on what ground he was standing, and preferred self-help, 
on the humblest scale, to dependence and inaction, though 
with hope of far more splendid possibilities. But even 
these possibilities were not rejected in his scheme; he 
might expect, if it chanced that he had any friend, to rise, 
in no long period, into something even like opidence and 
leisure ; while again, if it chanced that he had no friend, 
he coidd still live in security, and for the rest he *' did not 
intend to borrow honour from any profession/' We 
think, then, that his plan was honest and well-calcidated ; 
all turned on the execution of it. Doubtless it failed, yet 
not, we believe, from any vice inherent in itself. Nay, 
after all, it was no failure of external means, but of internal, 
that overtook Bums. His was no bankruptcy of the 
purse, but of the soul ; to his last day he owed no man 
anything. 

Meanwhile, he begins well with two good and wise 
actions. His donation to his mother, munificent from a 
man whose income had lately been seven poimds a year, 
was worthy of him, and not more than worthy. Generous 
also, and worthy of him, was his treatment of the woman 
whose life's welfare now depended on his pleasure. A 
friendly observer might have hoped serene days for him; 
his mind is on the true road to peace with itself; what 
clearness he still wants will be given as he proceeds ; for 
the best teacher of duties, that still lie dim to us, is the 
practice of those we see and have at hand. Had the 
''patrons of genius," who could give him nothing, but 
taken nothing from him, at least nothing more I the wounds 
of his heart woidd have healed, vulgar ambition woidd 
have died away. Toil and frugality would have been 
welcome, since virtue dwelt with them, and poetry wotild 
have shown through them as of old; and in her clear 
ethereal light, which was his own by birthright, he might 
have looked down on his earthly destiny, and all its 
obstructions, not with patience only, but with love. 
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But the patrons of genius would not have it so. 
Picturesque tourists,* all manner of fasliionable danglers 
after literature, and, far worse, all manner of convivial 
Mecsenases hovered round him in his retreat, €m.d his good 
as well as his weak qualities secured them influence over 
him. He was flattered by their notice, and his warm, 
social nature made it impossible for him to shake them off 
and hold on his way apart from them. These men, as we 
believe, were proximately the means of his ruin. Not 
that they meant him any ill ; they only meant themselves 
a little good ; if he sufiered harm, let him look to it ! 
But they wasted his precious time and his precious talent ; 
they disturbed his composure, broke down his returning 
habits of temperance and assiduous contented exertion. 
Their pampering was baneful to him ; their cruelty, which 
soon followed, was equally baneful. The old grudge 
against fortime's inequality awoke with new bitterness in 
their neighbourhood, and Bums had no retreat but to the 
"Rock of Independence," which is but an air-castle, after 
all, that looks well at a distance, but will screen no one 
from real wind and wet. Flushed with irregular excite- 
ment, exasperated alternately by contempt of others and 
contempt of himself, Bums was no longer regaining his 
peace of mind, but fast losing it forever. There was a 
hallowness at the heart of his life, for his conscience did 
not now approve what he was doing. 

Amid the vapours of imwise enjoyment, of bootless 
remorse, and angry discontent with fate, his true load- 

* There is one little sketch by certain " English gentlemen " of 
this class, which though adopted in Currie's narrative, and since 
then repeated in most others, we have all along felt an invincible 
disposition to regard as imaginary — "On a rock that projected 
into the stream they saw a man employed in angling, of a singular 
appearance. He had a cap made of fox-skin on his head, a loose 
great-coat fixed round him by a belt, from which depended an 
enormous Highland broadsword. It was Burns." Now, we rather 
think it was not Burns. For, to say nothins of the fox-skin cap, 
loose and quite Hibernian watch-coat with the belt, what are we 
to make of this " enormous Highland broadsword " depending from 
himP More especially, as there is no word of parish constables 
on the outlook to see whether, as Dennis phrases it, he had an 
eye to his own midriff, or that of the public! Bums, of all men, 
had the least tendency to seek for distinction, either in his own 
eyes or those of others, by such poor mummeries. 
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star, a life of poetry, with poverty — nay, with famine, 
if it must be so, was too often altogether hidden from his 
eyes. And yet he sailed a sea where, without some such 
guide, there was no right steering. Meteors of French 
politics rise before him, but these were not his stars. An 
accident this, which hastened, but did not originate, his 
worst distresses. In the mad contentions of that time, he 
comes in collision with certain official superiors, is 
wounded by them — cruelly lacerated, we should say, could 
a dead mechanical implement, in any case, be called cruel : 
and shrinks in indignant pain into deeper seclusion, into 
gloomier moodiness than ever. His life has now lost its 
imity; it is a life of fragments, led with little aim, 
beyond the melancholy one of securing its own con- 
tinuance — in fits of wild, false joy, when such offered, and 
of black despondency when they passed away. His char- 
acter before the world begins to suffer; calumny is busy 
with him — ^for a miserable man makes more enemies than 
friends. Some faidts he has fallen into and a thousand 
misfortunes; but deep criminality is what he stands 
accused of, and they that are not without sin cast the 
first stone at him ! For is he not a wellwisher of the 
French Revolution, a Jacobin, and therefore in that one 
act guilty of all? These accusations, political and moral, 
it has since appeared, were false enough; but the world 
hesitated little to credit them. Nay, his convivial 
Mecsenases themselves were not the last to do it. There 
is reason to believe that, in his later years, the Dumfries 
aristocracy had partly withdrawn themselves from Bums, 
as from a tainted person, no longer worthy of their 
acquaintance. That painful class, stationed, in all pro- 
vincial cities, behind the outmost breastwork of gentility, 
there to stand siege and do battle against the intrusion 
of grocerdom and grazierdom, had actually seen dishonour 
in the society of Bums, and branded him with their 
veto — ^had, as we vulgarly say, cut him! We find one 
passage in this work of Mr. Lockhart's which will not out 
of our thoughts — 

"A gentleman of that county, whose name I have 
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already more Uian ontx bad occa«ioit to r^fer to, baa 
told ma that h« wtn wJdom more grieved tbaa « 
riding into Dumfrips one fine Buninur pvening about 
linn- to atlfiii) a county ball, he saw Bums walking 
oo the shady side of the principal street of the tows, ' 
th« opposite Hide was gaj with Buccessive groii] 
gentlemen and ladies, all drawn together for tbe festi' 
of the night, not one of whom appeared willing to r 
niae him. Tbe borsemaii dismounted and joined S 
who, on his proposing to cross the street, said: ' 
nay, my yonng friend, that's all over non'-, and qt 
after a pause, some verses of Ladv Griszel Baillie*s pat 
ballad— 

Hill bonnet atood bucb fu' fair od his brow, 
Hia aold ane looked better than man; ane's n«w ; 
But now he leta't wear ony way it will King, 
And CMts himteU dowie upon the corn-bing, 

were we young, as we once hae been, 

We sud hae been galloping down on yon groan, 

And linking It ower the lily-white lea! 

And werena my heart light I wad die. 

It was little in Burns's character to let his feelin.) 
certain subjects escape in this fashion. He immedi 
after reciting these verses, assumed the sprightlineas i 
most pleasing manner, and, taking his young friend 
with him, entertained him very agreeably till the ho 
the ball arrived," 

Aias! when we think that Burns now sleeps "i 
bitter indignation can no longer lacerate hia heart,"' 
that moat of these foir dames and friziled gentl 
already lie at hie aide, where the breastwork of gen 
is quite thrown down — who would not sigh over the 
delusions and foolish toys that divide heart from 1 
and make man unmerciful to his brother I 

It was not now to be hoped that the genius of 1 
would ever reach maturity, or accomplish aught w 
of itself. His spirit was jarred in its melody: not thi 
breath of natural feeling, but the rude hand of Fate 
now sweeping over the strings. And yet what ban 

* Vbi tava indiiptatio tor vUtriu* iaetrart nefuif. — Swift's «ti 
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wafl in him, what music even in his discords I How the 
wild tones had a charm for the simplest and the wisest; 
and all men felt and knew that here also was one of the 
gifted ! ^* If he entered an inn at midnight after all the 
inmates were in bed, the news of his arrival circulated 
from the cellar to the garret, and ere ten minutes had 
elapsed the landlord and all his guests were assembled ! " 
Some brief, pure moments of poetic life were yet appointed* 
him in the composition of his songs. We can understand 
how he grasped at this employment, and how, too, he 
spumed at all other reward for it but what the labour itself 
brought him. For the sold of Bums, though scathed and 
marred, was yet living in its full moral strength, though 
sharply conscious of its errors and abasement; and here, 
in his destitution and degradation, was one act of seeming 
nobleness and self-devotedness left even for him to 
perform. He felt, too, that with all the ''thoughtless 
follies" that had ''laid him low," the world was unjust 
and cruel to him, and he silently appealed to another and 
calmer time. Not as a hired soldier, but as a patriot, 
woidd he strive for the glory of his countiy, so he cast 
from him the poor sixpence a day, and served zealously 
as a volunteer. Let us not grudge him this last luxury of 
his existence ; let him not have appealed to us in vain ! The 
money was not necessary to him — ^he struggled through 
without it; long since these guineas would have been 
gone, and now the high-mindedness of refusing them will 
plead for him in all hearts forever. 

We are here arrived at the crisis of Bums's life; for 
matters had now taken such a shape with him as coidd 
not long continue. If improvement was not to be looked 
for. Nature coidd only for a limited time maintain this 
dark and maddening warfare against the world and itself. 
We are not medically informed whether any continuance of 
years was, at this period, probable for Bums, whether his 
death is to be looked on as in some sense an accidental 
event, or only as the natural consequence of the long 
series of events that had preceded. The latter seems to be 
the likelier opinion, and yet it is by no means a certain 
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stands the fact ; friendship, in the old heroic sense of that 
term, no longer exists, except in the cases of kindred or 
other legal affinity ; it is in reality no longer expected or 
recognised as a virtue among men. A close observer of 
manners has pronounced ''patronage," that is, pecuniary 
or other economic furtherance, to be "twice cursed," 
cursing him that gives and him that takes! And thus 
in regard to outward matters also, it has become the nile. 
as in regard to inward it always was and must be the rule, 
that no one shall look for effectual help to another, but 
that each shall rest contented with what help he can afford 
himself. Such, we say, is the principle of modem honour 
— naturally enough growing out of that sentiment of pride 
which we inculcate and encourage as the basis of our whole 
social morality. Many a poet has been poorer than Bums, 
but no one was ever prouder: we may question whether, 
without great precautions, even a pension from royalty 
woxdd not have galled and encumbered more than actually 
assisted him. 

Still less, therefore, are we disposed to join with another 
class of Bums's admirers, who accuse the higher ranks 
among us of having ruined Bums by their selfish neglect 
of him. We have already stated our doubts whether 
direct pecuniary help, had it been offered, would have been 
accepted, or coxdd have proved very effectual. We shall 
readily admit, however, that much wae to be done for 
Bums; that many a poisoned arrow might have been 
warded from his bosom; many an entanglement in his 
path cut asunder by the hand of the powerful ; and light 
and heat shed on him from high places would have made 
his humble atmosphere more genial ; and the softest heart 
then breathing might have lived and died with some fewer 
pangs. Nay, we shall grant further, and for Bums it is 
granting much, that with all his pride he woxdd have 
thanked, even with exaggerated gratitude, anyone who 
had cordially befriended him : patronage, unless once 
cursed, need not have been twice so. At all events, the 
poor promotion he desired in his calling might have been 
granted : it was his own scheme, therefore likelier than any 
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poeta ; as thv English did Shakespeare : as King Ch 
and hia cavaliers did llutler; a« King Philip and 
Qrandeea did Cervaotva. Do men gather grape 
thorns f or shall we cut down our thorns for yiel 
only a fence and haws ? How, indeed, could the " nol 
and gentry of his native land *' hold out any help to 

Kcoitiah bard, proud of his name and country " 
iht- nobility and gentry so moch as able rightly 
ihi^inselvea !* Had they not their game to pre 
Iwrough interests to Htrengthen ; dinners, therefop 
TarinuM kinds, to eat and give? Were iWir means 
than adequate to all thin businesB, or less th&n adeqi 
Le«s than )ule<iuat« in general: few of them in re 
were richer than Burns : many of them were poorer 
Nometiroes they had to wring their supplies, aa with th 
screws, from the hard hand, and in their need of gui 
to forget their duty of mercy, which Burns waa i 
reduced to do. Let us pity and forgive them. The j 
they preserved and shot, the dinners they ate and \ 
the borough interests they strengthened, the little Bab; 
they severally builded by the glory of their might 

,1 melted, or melting back into the primeval chao 
merely selfish endeavours are fated to do; and 
was an action extending, in virtue of ita worldly influ 
w« may say, through all time — in virtue of its n 
nature, beyond all time, being immortal as the Spii 
Goodness itself; this action was offered them to do, 
light was not given them to do it. Let us pity and foi 
them. But, better than pity, let us go and do other 
Human soflering did not end with the life of Bu 
k«ither was the solemn mandate, "Love one anol 
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one another's burdens," given to the rich only, but to all 
men. True, we shall find no Bums to relieve, to assuage 
by our aid or our pity; but celestial natures, groaning 
under the fardels of a weary life, we shall still find ; and 
that wretchedness which Fate has rendered voiceless and 
tuneless is not the least wretched, but the most. 

Still we do not think that the blame of Bums's failure 
lies chiefly with the world. The world, it seems to us, 
treated him with more rather than with less kindness 
than it usually shows to such men. It has ever, we fear, 
shown but small favour to its teachers ; hunger and naked- 
ness, perils and reviling, the prison, the cross, the poison- 
chalice, have in most times and countries been the market- 
place it has offered for wisdom, the welcome with which it 
has greeted those who have come to enlighten and purify 
it. Homer and Socrates and the Christian apostles belong 
to old days, but the world's martyrology was not 
completed with these. Roger Bacon and Galileo languish 
in priestly dungeons, Tasso pines in the cell of a mad- 
house, Camoens dies begging on the streets of Lisbon. 
So neglected, so ''persecuted they the prophets,'' not in 
Judea only, but in all places where men have been. We 
reckon that every poet of Bums's order is, or shoxdd be, 
B prophet and teacher to his age — that he has no right, 
therefore, to expect great kindness from it, but rather is 
bound to do it great kindness — ^that Bums, in particular, 
experienced fully the u^ual proportion of the world's 
goodness, and that the blame of his failure, as we have 
said, lies not chiefly with the world. 

Where then does it lie? We are forced to answer. 
With himself; it is his inward, not his outward misfor- 
tunes, that bring him to the dust. Seldom, indeed, is it 
otherwise — seldom is a life morally wrecked, but the grand 
cause lies in some internal mal-arrangement, some want 
less of good fortime than of good guidance. Nature 
&shions no creature without implanting in it the strength 
needful for its action and duration ; least of all does she 
so neglect her masterpiece and darling, the poetic soul. 
Neither can we believe that it is in the power of any 

X 
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•ztenuti oircunutaoraa utterly to rain the mind of n 
nay, if proper wisdom be given him, even so much 
aflrrt iU nnenti&l health and bpauty. The gtemetft 
toUl of ftU worldly miafortunes is death — nothing 
can lie in the cup of human woe; yet many men, : 
ngv«, have triumphed over death, and led it ca 
converting its physical rirtory into a moral victor 
thpmdpK-en, inu» a seal and immortal consecratio 
all that tlipir past life had achieved. \Vhat has been 
may be done again — nay, it is but the degree and m 
kind of ■•wch heroism that differs in dijfferent bcb 
for without some portion of this spirit, not of boisi 
daring, but of silent fearlessness, of self-denial, in i 
forms, no good man. in any scene or time, has ever at< 
to be good. 

We have already stated the error of Burns, and mo 
over it rather than blamed it. It was the want of un 
his purposes, of consistency in his aims, the h 
attempt to iiiinglr in friendly union the common 
of the world with the spirit of poetry, which is of 
different and altogether irreconcilable nature. Bum 
nntiiing wholly, and Bums could be nothing — no 
formed a:; lie was can be anything by halves. The 
not of a men' hot-blooded, popular vprsemongcr, or pc 
restaurateur, but of a true poet and singer, worthy 
old religious heroic times, had I>eeii given him; a 
fell in an age, not of heroism and religion, but of 
ticiam. st'lftshness, and triviality, when true noblenei 
little understood, and its place supplied by a h 
dissocial, altogether barren and unfruitful princi] 
pride. The influences of that age, his open, 
auareptiblp naturi>, to say nothing of his highly unt 
situation, mode it more than usually difficult for Ii 
repel or resist; the better spirit that was within hii 
sternly demanded its rights, its supremacy; he spe 
life in endeavouring to reconcile these two, and li 
as he must have lost it, without reconciling them h 

Bums was born poor, and bom also to continue 
for he would not endeavour to be otherwise ; this i 
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been well could he have once for all admitted and con- 
sidered as finally settled. He was poor, truly; but 
hundreds even of his own class and order of mind have 
been poorer, yet have suffered nothing deadly from it — 
nay, his own father had a far sorer battle with ungratef id 
destiny than his was; and he did not yield to it, but 
died courageously warring, and to all moral intents pre- 
vailing against it. True, Bums had little means, had 
even little time for poetry, his only real pursuit and 
vocation; but so much the more precious was what little 
he had. In all these external respects his case was hard, 
but very far from the hardest. Poverty, incessant drud- 
gery, and much worse evils it has often been the lot of 
poets and wise men to strive with, and their glory to 
conquer. Locke was banished as a traitor, and wrote his 
Essay an the Human Understanding, sheltering himself 
in a Dutch garret. Was Milton rich or at his ease when 
he composed Paradise Lost? Not only low, but fallen 
from a height; not only poor, but impoverished; in dark- 
ness and with dangers compassed round, he sang his 
immortal song, and found fit audience, though few. Did 
not Cervantes finish his work a maimed soldier and in 
prison? Nay, was not the Araueana, which Spain 
acknowledges as its epic, written without even the aid of 
paper, on scraps of leather, as the stout fighter and voyager 
snatched any moment from that wild warfare? 

And what, then, had these men which Bums wanted? 
Two things, both which, it seems to us, are indispensable 
for such men : they had a true religious principle of 
morals, and a single, not a double aim, in their activity. 
They were not self-seekers and self-worshippers, but | 
seekers and worshippers of something far better than self. 
Not personal enjoyment was their object; but a high, 
heroic idea of religion, of patriotism, of heavenly wisdom, 
in one or the other form, ever hovered before them; in 
which cause they neither shrank from suffering, nor called 
on the earth to witness it as something wonderful, but 
patiently endured, counting it blessedness enough so to 
spend and be spent. Thus the '' golden calf of self-love," 
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however curiouBly carved, was not their Deily, but the 
Invisible Ooodness, which alone is man's reasonable service. 
This feeling was as a celestial fountain, whose streams 
refreshed into gladness and beauty all the provinces of 
their otherwise too desolate existence. In a word, they 
willed one thing, to which all other things were sub- 
ordinated and made subservient, and therefore they accom- 
plished it. The wedge will rend rocks, but itsc edge must 
be sharp and single ; if it be double, the wedge is bruised 
in pieces and will rend nothing. 

Part of this superiority these men owed to their age, in 
which heroism and devotedness were still practised, or 
at least not yet disbelieved in; but much of it likewise 
they owed to themselves. With Bums, again, it was 
different. His morality in most of its practical points is 
that of a mere worldly man; enjoyment in a finer or a 
coarser shape is the only thing he longs and strives for. 
A noble instinct sometimes raises him above this; but 
an instinct .Qplj, and acting only for moments. He has 
no religion ; in the shallow age, where his days were cast, 
religion was not discriminated from the new and old 
light forms of religion ; and was, with these, becoming 
obsolete in the minds of men. His heart, indeed, is 
alive with a trembling adoration, but there is no temple 
in his imderstanding. He lives in darkness and in the 
shadow of doubt. His religion, at best, is an anxious wish ; 
Like that of Eabelais, ** a great perhaps.*' 

He loved poetry warmly and in his heart; could he 
but have loved it purely, and with his whole undivided 
heart, it had been well. For poetry, as Bums could have 
followed it, is but another form of wisdom, of religion; 
is itself wisdom and religion. But this also was denied 
him. His poetry is a stray vagrant gleam, which will not 
be extinguished within him, yet rises not to be the true 
light of his path, but is often a wildfire that misleads him. 
It was not necessary for Bums to be rich, to be, or to seem 
"independent"; but it was necessary for him to be at 
one with his own heart, to place what was highest in his 
nature highest also in his life, "to seek within himself 
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for that consistency and sequence whidi external events 
woxQd forever refuse him/' He was born a poet; 
poetry was the celestial element of his being, and shoxdd 
have been the soxQ of his whole endeavours. Lifted into 
that serene ether, whither he had wings given him to 
mount, he would have needed no other elevation ; poverty, 
neglect, and all evil, save the desecration of himself and 
his art, were a small matter to him; the pride and the 
passions of the world lay far beneath his feet, and he looked 
down alike on noble and slave, on prince and beggar, 
and all that wore the stamp of man, with clear recognition, 
with brotherly affection, with sympathy, with pity. Nay, 
we question whether for his cxdture as a poet, poverty 
and much suffering for a season were not absolutely 
advantageous. Great men, in looking back over their 
lives, have testified to that effect. " I woxdd not for much," 
says Jean Paul, " that I had been bom richer." And yet 
PaxQ's birth was poor enough; for in another place he 
adds, '' The prisoner's allowance is bread and water ; and 
I had often only the latter." But the gold that is refined 
in the hottest furnace comes out the purest ; or, as he has 
himself expressed it, " The canary bird sings sweeter the 
longer it has been trained in a darkened cage." 

A man like Bums might have divided his hours between 
poetry and virtuous industry — industry which all true 
feeling sanctions, nay, prescribes, and which has a beauty, 
for that cause, beyond the pomp of thrones ; but to divide 
his hours between poetry and rich men's banquets was an 
ill-starred and inauspicious attempt. How could he be at 
ease at such banquets P What had he to do there, mingling 
his music with the coarse roar of altogether earthly 
voices, and brightening the thick smoke of intoxication with 
fire lent him from heaven ? Was it his aim to enjoy life P 
To-morrow he must go drudge as an exciseman! We 
wonder not that Bums became moody, indignant, and at 
times an offender against certain rules of society, but rather 
that he did not grow utterly frantic, and run amuck 
against them all. How could a man, so falsely placed by 
hii own or others' faidts, ever know contentment or peace- 
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what it meant, and felt it only in mysterious anticipation, 
and they had to die without articxdately uttering it. 
They are in the camp of the unconverted. Yet not as 
high messengers of rigorous though benignant truth, but 
as soft, flattering singers, and in pleasant fellowship will 
they live there ; they are first adulated, then persecuted : 
they accomplish little for others; they find no peace for 
themselves, but only death and the peace of the grave. 
We confess that it is not without a certain mournful awe 
that we view the fate of these noble souls, so richly gpifted, 
yet ruined to so little purpose with all their gifts. It 
seems to us there is a stem moral taught in this piece of 
history — twice told us in our own time ! Surely to men of 
like genius, if there be anv such, it carries with it a lesson 
of deep impressive significance. Surely it would become 
such a man, furnished for the highest of all enterprises, that 
of being the poet of his age, to consider well what it is that 
he attempts, and in what spirit he attempts it. For the 
words of Milton are true at all times, and were never truer 
than in this — ** He who would write heroic poems must make 
his whole life a heroic poem." If he cannot first so make 
his life, then let him hasten from this arena, for neither 
its lofty glories nor its fearfid perils are for him. Let 
him dwindle into a modish balladmonger ; let him 
worship and be-sing the idols of the time, and the time 
will not fail to reward him — ^if, indeed, he can endure to 
live in that capacity! Byron and Bums coxdd not live 
as idol-priests, but the fire of their own hearts consumed 
them; and better it was for them that they ooidd not. 
For it is not in the favour of the oreat or of the small, 
but in a life of truth, and in the inexpugnable citadel of 
his own soul, that a Byron's or a Bums's strength must lie. 
Let the great stand aloof from him, or know how to 
reverence him. Beautiful is the union of wealth with 
favour and furtherance for literature, like the costliest 
flower-jar enclosing the loveliest amaranth. Yet let not 
the relation be mistaken. A true poet is not one whom 
they can hire by money or flattery to be a minister of their 
pleasures, their writer of occasional verses, their purveyor 
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of tabl'- wit : he cannot W their mtirniml, br csonnt m 
i*ir paKUan. At the peril of both parties, let bo au 
Ion be attompted \ Will a courser of the ftuii w« 
■\j in th>- hamesa of a draT-borse? His boob are 
il his path is through the heavens, bringing lig 
all land*; will h? lumber on mod highwsTB, dra^ii 
for earthly app«?tiU's from door ta door? 
But ve mUHt itop short in these considerations, whi 
iilil li'od ii<* tn IioundIrM IcnirHia. We had something 
r on the public moral character of Bums, but this a] 
wf> must forbear. We are far from regarding hioa 
guilty before the world, as guiltier than the average — U 
from doubting that he is less guilty th&n one of i 
thousand. Tried at a tribunal far more rigid than U 
where the plehiieUa of common civic reputations are pi 
noiinced, he ha* seemed to us even there leas worthy 
blame than of pity and wonder. But the world is habr 
ally unjust in its judgments of such men ; unjust on ma 
grnunds, of which this one may be stated as the substan 
It decide like a court of law, by doad etatut^s; and i 
positively, but negatively, less on what is done right tl 
un what in or ia not done wrong. Noi the few inches 
ifliTlion from tlic mnthemalical orbit, which are so eat 
'd, hul the ratio of thcsf to (be whole diamet 
istitutes the real aberration. This orbit may b« 
'planet's, ita diameter the breadth of the solar system; 
it may bo a cit^- hippodromi^— nay, the circle of a ginhoi 
itji iliamrtcr a score of feel or paces. But the inches 
deflection only are measured; and it is assumed that 
diameter of the ginhorse and that of the planet will yi 
the same ratio when compared with them. Here lies 
root of many a blind, cruel condemnation of Bumi 
Swifts, Rousseaus. which one never listens to w 
approval. Granted, the ship comes into harbour w 
shrouds and tackle damaged; and the pilot is tber«f 
bliiTiu'worlhy, fo'' he has not been all-wise and i 
poworful : bill (o know how blameworthy, tell us i 
■hefhcr his voyage has been round the globe 
iBgate and the Isle of Dogs. 
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With our readers in general, with men of right feeling 
anywhere, we are not required to plead for Bums. In 
pitying admiration he lies enshrined in all our hearts, in 
a far nobler mausoleum than that one of marble ; neither 
will his works, even as they are, pass away from the 
memory of men. While the Shakespeares and Miltons 
roll on like mighty rivers through the country of thought, 
bearing fleets of traffickers and assiduous pearl-fishers on 
their waves, this little Yalclusa Fountain will also arrest 
our eye. For this also is of Nature's own and most cunning 
workmanship, bursts from the depths of the earth with a 
full gushing current into the light of day ; and often will 
the traveller turn aside to drink of its clear waters, and 
muse among its rocks and pines! 
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